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Preface
This book is based on a six-year collaborative research project on Travelling
Models in African Conflict Management. The research project aimed not
only at making a contribution to the field of peace and conflict studies, but
also attempted to generate new impulses for the interdisciplinary research
tradition of area studies by revisiting the comparative perspectives in this
domain.
Co-operation for this book emerged out of five years of research by a group
consisting of PhD candidates and senior scholars from Germany and five
African countries. Under the umbrella of the Africa-related initiative “Know
ledge for Tomorrow” funded by the Volkswagen Foundation, training, research
and regular exchange led us to develop common research questions and methods in relation to the funding agency’s call for projects on “Violence, its Impact,
Coping Strategies and Peace Building”. Together, we built up a comparative
framework for the study of conflicts in Africa. Building on the central theme of
‘travelling models’ – to be explained in the introductory chapter – the researchers suggested the particular examples and shapes these models take in each of
the countries represented in the project, situating the models according to
their respective contemporary relevance as well as specific history. Emerging
from such distinct places as Sierra Leone, Liberia, Chad, Sudan, Ethiopia and
South Africa, the types of conflicts, as well as the models to manage them, are
characterised by significant diversity, which is reflected in the chapters in this
book. They depict not only country-specific, but also interdisciplinary ways of
dealing with the contentious presence of conflict and conflict-management
while, at the same time, connecting to global politics of intervention and conflict management. The researchers come from various disciplines: anthropology, sociology, political science, history and law. While all authors adopted the
anthropological method of long-term and multi-sited field research – that is,
spending at least a year in situ carrying out research in places where particular
models have been translated and received – their respective scientific disciplines are also reflected in each approach.
This book offers a close look at the actual steps in the process of unpacking
a model. Starting from the original aims of a particular model and from the
conflicts the model was supposed to manage, the authors each investigate
specific ways the models have been translated into local practice on various
levels; the roles of relevant actors in this process; and some of the translation’s

x
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results – which, in many cases, are observed to be new instances of conflict.
The chapters provide two different perspectives on travelling models: some
have been written by scholars living and working in the countries under study,
while others were written from the outsider’s perspective of European-trained
anthropologists working in Africa.
Andrea Behrends
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Chapter 1

Travelling Models

Introducing an Analytical Concept to Globalisation Studies
Andrea Behrends, Sung-Joon Park and Richard Rottenburg
Travelling Models as an Analytical Concept

The chapters of this book each examine how travelling models shape global
processes of change in the field of conflict management. Two of the principal
questions addressed in the chapters are the following: How is change in one
place related to developments in other places? And, why are certain issues that
are important in one place taken up in other places, while others are not? The
authors examine how travelling models enact changes in conflict situations in
unexpected ways. They look at what happens when a model has been put into
practice at a conflict site, and they pay attention to the forms of (re-)ordering
resulting from this process. In the first part of this introductory chapter we
elaborate travelling models as an analytical concept, and in a second part we
look at how such models work in conflict resolution and management.
We start from the concept of travelling models as developed by Richard
Rottenburg in his book Far-fetched Facts (2002; translated and revised 2009a)
for the analysis of processes of change that occur on a global scale. In his
monograph on the role of technologies of inscription in the making of objec
tivity within the global organisational field of development, however, the con
cept is more used than elaborated and explained. We will therefore consider
some of the scholarly debates and theoretical discussions that evolved in the 10
years since the publication of Far-fetched Facts to sharpen our argument and
clarify its contribution to the field.1
Following Richard Rottenburg, a model can be understood essentially as
an analytical representation of particular aspects of reality created as an appa
ratus or protocol for interventions in order to shape this reality for certain
1 The ideas that went into this text emerged from innumerable discussions within the Trav
elling Models Group (http://www.scm.uni-halle.de/gsscm/forschung/travelling_models/).
Discussions within the lost-Group also contributed significantly where previous versions of
this Introduction were debated and where much of the ongoing research centres on similar
issues (http://www.ethnologie.uni-halle.de/lost/).
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purposes. Models – and the ideas about reality inscribed into them – always
come objectified and combined with material technologies to put them into
practice and to transfer them as blueprints to new sites. The notion of the
model implies that the travelling apparatus is already circulated widely –
otherwise it would not have the status of a model.
Models, however, do not diffuse by themselves and they cannot be trans
ferred without being translated. Translating models means that they travel by
being conveyed, carried, picked up, called for and interpreted by various actors
or – as we will call them – mediators. The working of models also presupposes
techniques understood as “skilled practices” (Haraway 1991, 194) in how to deal
with the standardised blueprint in concrete circumstances that are always
unique. These techniques consist of embodied knowledge that does not travel
with the objectified model but needs to be re-invented at the new sites through
experimental practice and experience. Similarly, the working of models pre
supposes whole sets of surrounding institutions with their stabilising forms
and conventions that, again, do not travel with the objectified model.
Our approach, which is constructed around the analytical concept of the
travelling model, is certainly inspired by Science and Technology Studies. This
is particularly important for our basic understanding of the way epistemic
orders and social orders – or rather, practices of knowing and practices of
ordering the world – are inseparably interconnected and mediated by social
and material technologies (Jasanoff 2004).
When comparing the analytic concept of travelling models to other possible
concepts, the first striking observation is that its main theoretical rival is the
concept of rationalisation. Rationalisation in the Weberian tradition implies
that models of ordering social relations which increase rationality will always
beat other models. The main point in our approach is that it does not carry any
such heavy presupposition. It has, after applying Occam’s razor, the advantage
of needing only a minimum of presuppositions. A travelling model neither
instigates the excitement nor the superiority of enhanced rationality. Most
importantly, it is not assumed that a model travels because it is superior, i.e.
results in higher rationality, or in any sense better than what is available at a
site. Furthermore, rationalities cannot travel as such, because they are imma
terial and abstract and lack the robust form to be transportable. At the same
time they are embedded in particular epistemic communities as well as in
institutional and material networks and are inseparable parts of these multilayered networks, which generated them. But – and this is the crucial point –
the only transportable thing that can travel is the objectified model that depicts
an aspect of a certain social order with its rationality. This aspect, however,
belongs to the multi-layered order that stays behind.
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In this view, before something becomes a model worth imitating, it is an
element of an ontological, epistemic, normative or material order. Only by
being distinguished and disconnected from its setting this element becomes a
token of this setting. A token is a thing that works like an established symbol of
something, but also as replacement and evidence of the order for which it
stands.2
Once a token – defined in this way – travels, it is de-territorialised from its
original setting and re-territorialised in new settings and problem-spaces (see
also Cooper 2005). For this to happen, anything related to this move changes.
While the token enters into a new setting with a different ontological and epis
temic background, a different institutional set-up and technological infra
structure, it needs to adapt to these new circumstances in order to connect to
them. So the first thing that changes is the travelling token. It also changes in
the sense that it is only the very process of being picked up that makes the
token into a model. The more often this happens, the higher the chances of
becoming a stable, black-boxed model that travels easily. This, moreover, has
retroactive effects on the context from whence the token emerged, which
potentially becomes a site noted for its power to export models and for inviting
imitation by those who want to follow what is perceived to be a route to suc
cess. The third element that is transformed is the site to which the token is
connected in order to work. Individual and collective actors reformulate the
problem addressed by the model and thereby create new interpretations of
their reality. A token has thus been transferred from one site to another, and
starts to act in its new site, thereby turning it into something different from
what it was before. There are however cases where travelling elements become
adapted and connected without this having a great impact on the new sites
into which they are integrated. In these cases it seems appropriate to speak of
appropriation or vernacularisation. One might also say that one extreme form
of adaption is when the token becomes appropriated and all the rest remains
unchanged, while the opposite extreme form is when the receiving context
changes while the token remains more or less the same. We argue that most
cases are somewhere in the middle of these two unlikely extremes; in the mid
dle where everything is being transformed. It is how exactly this transforma
tion occurs that we are interested in, and for this microscopic examination we
employ the concept of translation (Kaufmann and Rottenburg 2012).
Looking at processes of transfer, adaptation and appropriation as trans
lations allows us to follow travelling elements on their journeys between
2 A token can, for instance, be a device such as a coin bought for use with machines or for other
payments where money is not handled. See also Latour (1986) for a similar use of ‘token’.
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different sites – both in a fine-grained minute fashion or by tracing larger, more
encompassing, trajectories. Opening the ‘black box’ of transfer means not only
to observe how ideas assembled in one site connect with meanings and prac
tices in another, but also to focus on the many steps of the trajectory when an
idea is de-territorialised and re-territorialised in any given site or problemspace. In this perspective, the sending and the receiving sites are considered to
be of equal importance for the translation of the token that makes it travel.
Conceiving transfers as translations avoids juxtaposing autochthonous and
imported social and cultural forms. Instead, translation draws attention to the
fact that most social and cultural transformations are firmly entangled with
transformations that take place elsewhere.
The translation of a travelling element that thereby becomes a model is, in
other words, inherent to its deployment. It cannot be deployed in order to
enter new connections without being translated. A model as apparatus is itself
a technology of ordering that comes with a protocol for its own handling. Yet
the interpretation of a protocol depends on a multitude of implicit assump
tions, tacit knowledge and surrounding technological and institutional net
works that were all left ‘at home’. In the new context this leads to a frequently
amazing interpretative flexibility. The practice that follows the deployment of
a model is never sufficiently explained by reference to the transferred appara
tus and the protocol accompanying it. This is the tipping point between trans
fer and translation.
Rationalities do not Travel, Models do. An Example: the Chadian Oil
Model
To illustrate our approach, we look briefly at one example, that of oil extraction
in the African country of Chad. With its war-torn past and present, investors in
Chad’s oil industry had long questioned the potential of oil production in that
country. Mainly this was because they feared the risks insecurity posed to their
investments, but there was also an awareness that oil revenues had in other
places been a trigger for armed rebellion, the prolongation of dictatorships,
and ultimately seemed to hinder democratic state structures (for ‘resource
curse’ theories, see Auty 1993). In the case of Chad, efforts were made to avoid
this set of problems by introducing a wealth-sharing model aimed at an equi
table revenue distribution. There has been much debate over this model and
input from a broad range of actors, principally economists and lawyers of the
World Bank, but also Chadian civil-society groups and international nongovernmental organisations (NGOs) working in the legal and resource-related
sector (Guyer 2002; Pegg 2005, 2009). When the model was introduced to Chad,
it came with a large package of measures, but the main element was the need
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for Chad to pass binding legislation (which, according to actor–network theory
might be called an ‘actant’; see Latour 2005). This legislation would regulate
how oil revenues were to be invested – in public infrastructure, education and
health, and as a reserve fund for future generations (Norway’s handling of oil
revenues strongly influenced the model; see Alt 1987). All these measures were
supposed to avoid the so-called resource curse that had plagued Nigeria,
Angola, Sudan and many other oil-producing countries.
What has happened to the model? The Chadian government accepted the
model’s inherent suggestions and passed the legislation required. Following
this, the path for investment seemed open, oil production started and revenues
began to flow in. However, the Chadian government used part of the oil reve
nue to purchase arms and strengthen the army, which was explicitly not part of
the model’s package. Moreover, the president single-handedly amended the
constitution to extend his tenure beyond two terms. Growing internal dissent
prompted the president to raid Chad’s Future Generations Fund to buy more
weapons (Ross 2003; Reyna 2009; Behrends 2008). When the World Bank com
plained, the Chadian government shut down oil production, paid back the
World Bank loan and looked for other investors. The World Bank finally with
drew from oil-related operations in Chad. The oil companies, however,
remained and oil production continued. How then can we make sense of this
case, which would normally be treated as one more example of the failure of
development practice?
We would argue that the answer lies in part in the way the model had been
re-territorialised in a different setting. In this setting – that is in Chadian gov
ernment circles – the development of infrastructure, education or health care
was of lesser importance than the government’s security. The Chadian presi
dent knew he could only remain in power if he significantly increased his secu
rity apparatus. The World Bank’s rationality, which rhetorically came as a
package to promote economic development in Chad, was based on the rule of
law being a universally binding institution. This rationality with respect to
understanding the model’s inherent technologies – that legislation would be
binding and determine all further use of oil revenues – remained, so to say, in
Washington. Once in Chad, the model was confronted with another rational
ity, that of ever-imminent rebellion and violence. In this institutional setting,
the rule of law has another significance, and therefore the model came to be
used in ways other than intended.
Employing the travelling model concept offers fresh outlooks on such
events. Beyond the explanation of how a model has been assembled and disassembled in a new situation, the concept takes account of the simultaneity of
events, of different sites or situations and thus wider linkages and connections.
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It can cover a wide range of factors and at the same time concentrate on single
actors, for instance those who conceptualise a model, those who circulate it,
those who translate it or those who make use of it. All these actors translate the
model, make it their own and convey it in their own way. Thereby, the model
eventually changes. As Hoinathy and Behrends show (in this volume) the
Chadian oil model is still a major reference point for non-governmental and
civil-society organisations in southern Chad (see also Hoinathy 2008, 2012).
And it travelled further afield, though not in the exact same form. In São Tomé
and Príncipe – amongst other places – it was amended to take into account the
events in Chad in an attempt to apply ‘lessons learnt’, as Weszkalnys shows in
several contributions (Weszkalnys 2008, 2009).
Travelling Models and Contemporary Alternatives
In the section that follows, we explore further the concept of travelling models
by comparing it to other, similar concepts and approaches. We begin by clarify
ing how the study of models contributes to theoretical debates that revolve
around the term globalisation and its multiple modifications.
The travelling models concept provides a fruitful entry point to method
ological choices that revolve around the relationship between theoretical con
cepts and empirical observations. To paraphrase Callon and Latour (1981) – to
what extent can we explain microstructures by ‘larger’ macrostructures
referred to by theoretical constructs such as ‘globalisation’? What kind of gen
eralisations can be inferred from a series of microstructure-level observations?
Or, should one instead treat these structures as having the same dimensions?
Of course, any scientific discipline and scholarly position addressing concepts
such as globalisation – or, more recently again, neoliberalism – needs to con
sider such methodological questions. Here, the use of travelling models is per
tinent, as models in most scientific disciplines reflect the relationship between
empirical observations and theoretical generalisations. However, as models
play a minor role in the broader field of social anthropology, we will begin
with a brief exploration of how the notion of ‘model’ is understood in this
book, and in so doing we elaborate travelling models as an analytical instru
ment in its own right. By presenting our understanding of models, we, of
course, acknowledge the fact that models are always connected to the onto
logical assumptions and the epistemic background of the research in which
they come to be applied.
One of Clifford Geertz’s central theses in “Religion as Cultural System” sug
gests that models can be distinguished as ‘models of’ and ‘models for’ in the
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analysis of symbolic systems such as religion. According to Geertz, a theory
becomes a model of ‘reality’ through a series of “manipulations of symbolic
structures”, which “render the reality apprehensible” (Geertz 1973, 93). In con
trast, theories are considered as models for reality when models provide
guidance on how ‘physical relationships’ are organised. For Geertz this distinc
tion between ‘model of’ and ‘model for’ was crucial to describe cultural sys
tems as models of and for collective practices. That is, models, such as cultural
systems, are “patterned processes [and] structure in an alternative medium”,
which Geertz considered to be distinctive to human culture (ibid.). Geertz’s
contribution – now almost four decades old – proposed an understanding of
models as an analytic tool to capture practices of signification, which give real
ity an objective form “both by shaping themselves to it and by shaping it to
themselves” (ibid.).
While Geertz was using the notion of ‘models for’, the work of scholars in
philosophy of science and Science and Technology Studies (STS) on models as
a technology has complicated the understanding of theoretical concepts and
empirical observations. Scholars in STS in particular have paid great attention
to models as technologies in the production of scientific knowledge, which
require enormous social and political power to count as an objective represen
tation of reality. In the following section we summarise some of the results of
these debates by drawing on a distinction provided by Kalthoff (2008) which
helps us to articulate more closely our use of the travelling models concept.
Kalthoff suggests that the relationship between theory and empirical obser
vations takes three pathways. First, he regards theories as models to direct
empirical observations; second, he sees theories as categories grounded in
empirical research; and third, he distinguishes theorising as an observable
social process (2008, 12). Emphasising the analogy between first and third, the
third perspective – to regard theorising as observable social processes – closely
relates to travelling models as it describes what travelling models are: observ
able social processes. Lifting this kind of approach into the domain of empiri
cal research has marked a key moment in social science. Since the Writing
Culture debate, anthropological research in particular has produced a wave of
reflexive and deconstructive accounts of ‘doing ethnography’, which, like some
other modes of scientific knowledge production, is regarded as a social process
(Clifford and Marcus 1986). At the same time, other disciplines such as Science
and Technology Studies and organisational studies discovered how the ethno
graphic method can assist in situating or positioning socially scientific knowl
edge production, without deconstructing ethnography or other representational
practices altogether (Haraway 1991). In formulating the concept of travelling
models we have certainly been influenced by these and other scholarly debates,
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which, for example, broach the issue of how formal models crucially interfere
in domains such as law, organisation, development, and also in science itself
(Drori, Meyer, and Hwang 2006). We have come to regard the travel of for
malised models as socially mediated processes. As we will outline in more
detail below, these are processes which can be elucidated by analysing how
new relations between a variety of elements are constructed, including human
actors and non-human actors, thus producing ever new arrangements of social
order (Callon and Latour 1981).
The second of Kalthoff’s perspectives on theory – theories drawing on
empirical observations – evokes the notions of ‘middle-range theories’ (Merton
1968) and of ‘grounded theory’ (Glaser and Strauss 1967). Instead of finding
theory through abstraction, theory is understood here to define observable
empirical objects, which, if comparatively applied to similar cases, yield sub
stantial theoretical insights. In relation to this perspective, travelling models
constitute an empirical field of comparative study (Czarniawska and Joerges
1996; Meyer, Drori, and Hwang 2006). In this respect the approach goes beyond
the analysis that generally characterises Science and Technology Studies, which
focuses in detail on the social constructions of scientific knowledge principally
in one particular place without comparison with other places. Travelling mod
els figure most prominently in various and mutually dependent global transla
tions of law, organisation, science and technology around the world.
To place emphasis on the process of a model’s travel as the main empirical
object also moves us beyond the frequent distinction between universal global
forms and local phenomena. This also applies to other dichotomies, such as
modern and traditional, and legal and illegal, and which, as is by now widely
accepted, are no longer helpful in the production of anthropological knowl
edge. Rather, it is the emergence of such conceptual dichotomies in particular
theoretical contexts that comes to be of interest in the sense of Merton’s notion
of middle-range theories. Looking at travelling models suggests we follow the
model to different places and analyse how it creates distinctiveness in relation
to other places, precisely by evoking notions of the global or the local, modern
and traditional, rational and irrational.
Finally – relating to Kalthoff’s first notion of theories as models to direct
empirical observations – the research concept of travelling models serves
a very pragmatic purpose. Much of empirical research is confronted with a
diversity of social phenomena, practices and problems in various and overlap
ping fields such as development aid and military intervention, big business
and health infrastructure, and political process and legal amendments, which
are temporally and spatially specific. Yet, these observations, which are neces
sarily localised in time and space, are interconnected with other observations
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at different places and times. It would be misleading to capture these intercon
nections only by tracing connections for example from the local to the global
or vice versa. Instead, an analysis is required that looks at social mechanisms
that are enacted to establish relations between multiple actors (Callon and
Latour 1981). In this respect, the travelling models concept proposes to empha
sise how things and ideas move from one place to the other, which suspends
the contradiction between local specificities and global abstractions. We sug
gest instead that local specifics and global trends become visible exactly at the
point where human actors, models, and technologies are enrolled into new
networks to engage a particular problem. Thus what is global and what is local
turns out to be dynamic – emerging from processes where distant actors are
connected by dealing with a particular problem.
Most of the contemporary problems we study – whether involving conflict,
human rights, or natural and social orders and disorders – deserve an anthro
pological understanding. We agree with Eriksen who argued early in the 1990s
that anthropologists needed to develop a scientific understanding of global
problems – an understanding that would save the comparative discipline “from
the important, but ultimately irresponsible criticisms of postmodernist decon
struction” (Eriksen 1991, 1). In this chapter, we thus examine the extent to which
travelling models constitute new ways of thinking about the relationships
between globally circulating ideas and how they are put into practice locally.
The study of global entanglements is by now familiar terrain in anthropol
ogy. Since the early 1990s globalisation studies have analysed local change in
relation to global developments in a great variety of ways. Over the last two
decades, myriad studies have contributed to deciphering how aspects of ‘the
global’ have caused processes of change through adaptation, appropriation,
mixing, rejection or resistance at the local level. Various concepts have been
used to analyse relations between global and local from different angles.
Macamo and Neubert (2008) for instance suggest studying African local
appropriation through the pull factor of attractive ‘products of modernity’ that
cause social change locally (see also Spittler 2003). They point to ‘glocalisation’,
a concept coined by Robertson (1992), or to ‘hybridisation’ or ‘creolisation’
(Brathwaite, Shepherd, and Richards 2002) as approaches addressing the mix
ing of various culturally embedded practices. With regard to terminologies
conceiving society as globally entangled and translocally organised, references
are made to concepts such as Appadurai’s ‘scapes’ (1996); socio-spheres
(Albrow 1997); transnational social spaces in relation to migration studies
(Faist and Özveren 2004; Glick Schiller, Basch, and Blanc-Szanton 1992;
Pries 1999); connectivity (de Bruijn and van Dijk 2012; Law and Mol 2002;
Tomlinson 1999); fluids (Mol and Law 1994); and liquidity (Baumann 2000) as
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capturing “recent transformations in the context of globalisation” (Gertel 2007,
14). Ong and Collier’s global assemblages (2005), Eisenstadt’s multiple moder
nities (2002) or Barry’s technological zones (2006) certainly point in this direc
tion as well as, on a more methodological level, Marcus’s (1995) multi-sited
ethnography, which emphasises how global connections demand a more
encompassing form of research than former single-place ethnographies.
We maintain that many of the issues these concepts are intended to capture
are inherent in our concept of travelling models. At the place of their emer
gence as much as in every re-territorialisation, models are the result of global
assemblages; they are part of the ‘fluid spaces’ depicted by Annemarie Mol and
John Law (1994) or act as connecting devices, and thus perform ‘connectivity’
in the sense articulated by Mirjam de Bruijn and Rijk van Dijk (2012) and oth
ers. They conceptually entail ‘local appropriation’, as Macamo and Neubert
(2008) and Spittler (2003) have put it, as well as ‘creolisation’ and ‘hybridisa
tion’, where ideas contained in a model are mixed with locally existing prac
tices. Travelling models are enacted in Glick Schiller, Basch and Blanc-Szanton’s
(1992) ‘transnational social spaces’ and involve Eisenstadt’s (2002) ‘multiple
modernities’. Studying travelling models implies a shift from studying struc
ture to studying practices of making things hold together, as George Marcus
observed in his 1995 article which reviewed the relevant cutting-edge publica
tions of the previous decade (i.e. approximately 1984–94). The analysis guided
by the concept of travelling models could potentially make use of Appadurai’s
(1996) scapes, as well as of other spatio-geographical concepts such as ‘mobile
policies’ (Peck and Nik 2010).
In other words, the relevant theories of the last 25 years or so that deal with
globalisation from sociological or anthropological angles, address similar issues
from various perspectives – some more encompassing, some stressing particu
lar aspects, and some highlighting a different perspective from the concept
introduced here. To show how we perceive the novelty of our analytic concept
of travelling models, we turn our attention from the alternative approaches just
mentioned to some older, pre-globalisation theories to make our point. In so
doing we also want to articulate a firm theoretical background and context and
to avoid the impression that we are merely proposing yet another metaphor to
add to an already sometimes irritating avalanche of metaphors.
Travelling Models and Some Theoretical Predecessors
In our quest to explain the methodological and analytical gains of the travel
ling models concept, we take recourse to three classical – some might say
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discarded – theories that share a similar impulse, but which also differ in
important aspects. All three of the major theoretical strands we look at –
namely diffusionism (including neo-institutionalism as discussed in Czar
niawska and Joerges, 1996), modernisation theory, and rational choice – have
been widely discussed and criticised for being too unidirectional, Westerncentric, or for their lack of differentiation. When we take recourse to them, we
do so because we realised these theories sought answers to the same questions
we were studying: how change in one place is related to developments in other
places, and why certain issues that are important in one place are taken up in
other places whilst some are not. However, we also show how by applying trav
elling models our understanding of social processes and change deviates from
these earlier takes on a similar problem.
New Dimensions of Diffusion
Diffusionism proved a popular approach because it offered insights into why
certain cultural traits normally of one particular origin – such as the form of
a vase or pot, or a particular fashion or religious practice – had spread to
other places. The idea was that these traits diffused from cultural centres to
peripheral regions by physical processes. Reflecting this line of thinking, the
German diffusionists Schmidt and Graebner (Schmidt 1926) advanced the idea
of expanding cultural circles (Kulturkreise). The process of diffusion is physi
cally defined as a time-dependent, random motion of given entities, causing
their statistical distribution in space. Caused by a concentration (in this
case, of culture traits) in one place, the distribution of these traits in outward
circles follows, according to the diffusionists, as a natural consequence, if not
necessity – and thereby provides the energy for mobility.
The idea was prominent in early American and British anthropology, where
it offered material for a dichotomising discussion of how societies evolve, i.e.
by going through independent evolutionary stages or by cultural contact and
the diffusion of ideas (Tylor 1888; Smith et. al. 1927). Although these lines of
thinking developed into different directions within British and American
anthropological theory, there were some thinkers – such as Morgan in the
United States or Tylor in Britain – who explained social change through a
combination of evolutionary and diffusion theories. Petermann (2004) points
out that in Germany, in parallel to the Anglo-American strands of discussion,
Bastian and Ratzel represented the two positions in a similar way. Influenced
by Tylor, Bastian developed a psycho-anthropological theory of parallel evolu
tion while Ratzel understood evolution as a historical diffusion of people,
goods and ideas (Petermann 2004, 539). Drawing on Ratzel, Frobenius, an
historian of Africa, developed the notion of Kulturkreise particularly in
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connection to West African cultural centres. Cultural traits, he maintained,
emanate from a centre and spread into neighbouring areas, thereby forming
distinct larger entities such as the Christian Occident or the Far Eastern
Kulturkreis (Frobenius 1898). Although Frobenius later abandoned his own
notion for being too formalistic, Graebner (1911) and Schmidt (1926) most
prominently picked it up in their studies on how languages and cultures dis
persed. Diffusionism and evolutionism were later abandoned in favour of new
explanations of the world such as functionalism and structuralism. The idea,
however, was frequently revived with or without critical discussion (as, for
instance, the above-mentioned recourse to neo-diffusionism by Eriksen 1991).
Kroeber, for instance, spoke of diffusionism in relation to German–Austrian
and British schools, both of which he found too static and too oversimplifying
and mechanical (Kroeber 1964). Early in his work, Kroeber anticipated the
need for a more finely grained and careful analysis of diffusion, particularly
with regard to the causes that contribute to a token’s dispersion; he therefore
introduced the concept of ‘stimulus diffusion’ (Kroeber 1940).
The concept of travelling models differs from diffusionism in its explana
tion of the force that moves ideas. Thus, instead of presuming a kind of physi
cal necessity resulting from the concentration of a cultural trait in one
Kulturkreis to be the cause for the token spreading, we qualify why and how a
certain model travels and is applied while another is discarded. Furthermore,
we consider tokens to move simultaneously from and to different directions,
and thus bracket the idea of centre and periphery in a different way. Travelling
things create centres and peripheries by their very circulation and by the
power relations inherent in them and in the circulation (see Acharya 2009).
Situations thus become globally entangled with the help of criss-crossing, trav
elling and historically changing tokens that thereby become established as
models. One might interject that translation clearly relates to the classically
anthropological approach of diffusion. However, in studying the translation of
travelling models the larger patterns of distribution or diffusion are considered
to be the result of innumerable and largely contingent ‘single steps on the jour
ney’ so that they come second.
Transcending Modernisation Theory to Explain Innovation
According to modernisation theory, things change because people adapt to life
forms that they perceive as more advanced in an evolutionary process – that is
to say, a desire to better a situation with the help of new, frequently discernably
foreign, concepts and models. The means to achieve economic and social
development originate, according to the theory’s main thinkers (Lipset 1959;
Rostow 1960/1990; Huntington 1968) in industrial and economic innovation.
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With different levels of modernisation, where one side takes the lead and the
other follows suit, the world’s division into centres and peripheries is central to
modernisation theory. To avoid a critical misunderstanding it is perhaps neces
sary to emphasise that our argumentation refers to the modernisation theories
mentioned above. It does not refer to theories of modernity such as those by
Max Weber, and the Frankfurt School of Sociology started by Theodor Adorno,
Max Horkheimer, Herbert Marcuse, Walter Benjamin and continued by Jürgen
Habermas and Axel Honneth. It also does not refer to authors such as Niklas
Luhmann and Michel Foucault who developed other sophisticated theories of
modernity.
We consider situations instead as co-equal, as in our perspective, models are
de-territorialised from one setting and re-territorialised into another. To explain
this process, we follow Czarniawska and Joerges (1996) and the authors of their
collection of papers who develop the notion of organisational change as
brought about by travelling ideas. Once out of their original situation, these
ideas gain new meanings and functions in a different situation. Coming from
the school of new institutionalism, these thinkers follow Powell and DiMaggio
(1983) who, in contrast to old institutionalists, approach institutions and iden
tities as the results of actions and not as their antecedents. They approach the
question of how rules become established as being more than regularities –
this being the core meaning of institutionalisation – but as a complex process
closely connected to conflict (Powell and DiMaggio 1983, 4). Ideas, Czarniawska
and Joerges (1996) maintain, are normally encountered “in terms of what we
already know, and sometimes the encounter barely confirms it; at other times,
an idea re-arranges our beliefs and purposes as we translate it; the act of dis
covery creates a new idea and a new actor” (Powell and DiMaggio 1983, 29). In
this way, the re-territorialisation of ideas necessarily constitutes an innovation.
This renders thinking about the transfer of ideas more precise than thinking
along modernisation lines, which assumes that whole institutions can be
transferred (and hardly changed) from one situation to another – a thought
that makes no sense at all from the perspective of neo-institutionalism.
It also helps us to respond positively to a criticism directed at actor-network
theory. In its attempt to escape, theoretically and methodologically, the trap of
circular evidence in social science explanations (in which a phenomenon
exists because the social situation, certain beliefs and/or power structures lead
to its existence), the idea of actor-networks consists of analysing situations
only as results of practice (whereby the ‘functions’ of existing situations are
systematically bracketed). This practice orientation also guides our notion
of how the translation of travelling models leads to deciphering how new
situations are created. The point is to identify a way to open this black box of

14

Behrends, Park and Rottenburg

processes leading to global entanglements, and thus move away from both dif
fusion and modernisation. Both concepts, because of their fixed presupposi
tions concerning the direction and form of travelling ideas, have rendered a
close observation and study of single steps and aspects impossible.
Here, we consider one aspect in particular to be in need of closer examina
tion – crucial to a model’s transfer at all points of its passage is the respective
carrier or mediator. Mediators, as Merry (2006) shows, can be individual carri
ers, but they are best represented by professional groups or experts (Mitchell
2002; Mosse 2008; Rottenburg 2002; 2009a) who appropriate a model and relate
it to their own understanding of both the model’s origin and intention and the
situation into which it is supposed to be immersed. Between these fields,
expertise normally becomes invisible and only the result of a model’s applica
tion to a certain situation remains observable. To make the transfer visible
again, it is important to focus on the interstitial spaces. Using the concept of
translation, Richard Rottenburg (2002; 2009a) explains this process by looking
at the professional body of consultants who cater to the often contradictory
objectives of their employer – for instance a development agency – and the
necessities on the ground, by only ‘loosely coupling’ their work with the official
aims of the agency they work for (2002; 2009a, 70). The ideas that make up the
model necessarily influence the consultant’s thinking and actions. At the same
time, their understanding of a model depends on his or her existing knowledge
and beliefs. As mediator operating in the interstitial space, he or she is in a
crucial position to translate the formalised model for the intervention and for
the way its future users will presumably understand it. The space between one
understanding and another is the space that enables creative new practice, or
the space where change happens – the interstitial space. Relating to Rottenburg,
Merry (2006) writes about the position of mediators as the being situated in
the ‘middle’ between globally circulating ideas and their local appropriation.
She describes in detail what happens at the point in space and time where
ideas are translated from one sphere to another. In her account on the media
tion of human rights, the middle-actor not only conveys ideas he or she
received from non-specified others, but by translating them also holds the
power to influence these ideas and to give them a personal twist.
This form of looking at the mediation of ideas has been useful in the field of
development studies. Bierschenk, Chauveau, and Olivier de Sardan (2000) and
Lewis and Mosse (2006) have focused on the role of local actors in bridging the
interstitial spaces between what we call a model’s travel and its local reception.
Interstitial spaces emerge each time the model is transferred from one person to
another or from one place to another. This kind of reflection about development
projects relates their sometimes converse impact to the epistemic frames of
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reference at different points of a model’s travel. The actor-network-related
assumption is that agency lies not in the hands of one organisation and certainly
not in the hands of only one single actor, but is distributed between many differ
ent actors. For a certain development measure to be enacted in a given situation,
a range of heterogeneous actors have to engage, each in his or her frame of refer
ence. And, as Callon and Muniesa (2005) highlight, none of these actors – includ
ing so-called centres of calculation – ever holds the full image of the process, or
the full responsibility or control over what happens at each single step.
Mediators in Translation. Another Example: Putting Sierra Leonean
Gender Mainstreaming into Perspective
To offer a further illustration of our argument, we refer to the work of Fuest
(2010 and this volume) and Thompson (n.d.) who analysed the way in which
the Sierra Leonean government made gender mainstreaming a particular focus
of its post-war democratisation programme. As a result, women’s groups and
NGOs mushroomed within the newly peaceful country. Their activities were
directed towards securing government support, as well as towards grassroots
women’s organisations in village farming co-operatives and small-scale busi
ness credit groups. As a result of active campaigning, new gender laws were
eventually introduced, which, for instance, turned domestic violence against
women into a punishable crime. Celebrating their success, the NGOs and
women’s groups immediately launched programmes to promote the new laws
to local women and men – mainly in workshops – instructing them that
women were now ‘enabled’ to take their husbands or other male relatives to
court in cases of violent abuse. In delivering these programmes the NGO medi
ators aimed to use examples that corresponded to the daily experiences of
local villagers. This was supposed to make men and women aware of their
rights, thereby connecting the international sphere of gender discourses to
both the new government legislation and the villagers’ life worlds. All in all, as
Thompson explains, the news was well-received within the communities: peo
ple who had listened to the mediators applauded the new law, some appointed
spokespeople to spread the information more widely in the community. The
model, one would say, seems to have been translated to the people. The kind of
analyses we envisage would, however, go further. First, the mediators’ technol
ogies of transmitting the model would be examined as well as those of the
people who implement the new law, transferring it and putting it to use at
different levels. We should examine the various understandings inherent in
the model of Sierra Leonean gender mainstreaming held by different actors,
and look at how they relate to the model in everyday practice. This leads to a
second step, which highlights the model’s actual impact or, in our words, the
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way it is translated locally. Here, Thompson’s findings show that although
numerous workshops and negotiations had tried to situate the model within
the Sierra Leonean setting, women still did not take violators to court.
The reason for this becomes obvious when looking at the prevailing institu
tions. In the Western context where the model of gender mainstreaming and
seeking judicial redress is developed, women who take their relatives to court
are able to find institutions to help them when they are threatened or doubted.
Such institutional support had not yet been established in Sierra Leone when
the gender laws were passed. Without an institutional setting that would sup
port women and protect them from discrimination or further violence, hardly
any woman dared to act against her husband or other male relatives. Here, the
interpretations offered by Fuest and Thompson differ slightly in emphasis –
while Thompson depicts innovation in the new awareness the model created
among Sierra Leonean women, Fuest investigates the very different meaning
‘workshopping’ has for the local population.
‘Rational Choice’ and the Possibility of Establishing a ‘Meta-Code’
Returning now to those preceding theories that sought to link local and global
processes, the third important theoretical strand is rational choice. Rationalchoice theory would maintain that an idea is picked up because certain actors
calculate it fits their situation and their interests best. This estimate results
from rational considerations about usefulness, practicability, economics and
political implications (to name just a few parameters). Rational choice relates
to travelling models and translation in that the theory also tries to explain why
models travel or, in other words, what motivates people to pick up new ideas. In
its earlier form, around the 1950s, rational choice focused on larger relations
between politics and the economy. Schumpeter (1942), for instance, established
a theory of democracy which suggested giving up participation and the com
mon good as basic theoretical preoccupations, and instead introducing a model
where political elites are entrepreneurs who produce a specific good – govern
mental achievement – over which they compete for voters just as companies
compete for market share (Green and Shapiro 1994). Later authors – Axelrod
(1990) is a prominent representative – focused more on individual patterns of
choice. He based his theory on the notion that human action and decisionmaking is primarily motivated by self-interest. Under this premise, co-operation
requires an explanation. To explain choice, Axelrod observed decision-making
from the perspective of the prisoner’s dilemma.3 He concluded that altruism
3 In game theory, the prisoner’s dilemma is a classical constructed situation of two arrested
suspects. Questioned one by one, one prisoner could shorten his prison sentence or go free if
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only works if both players make that choice; otherwise adopting a ‘tit-for-tat’
approach appears to increase chances of success for individuals, particularly if
one person starts to dismiss co-operative behaviour. Closest to our approach of
travelling models is the way Coleman (1986, 1990) utilises rational-choice the
ory. He explains individual and collective behaviour from an economic per
spective by linking signifiers on the micro-level with a macro-perspective. In
other words, specific phenomena on the macro-level influence the decisionmaking processes of individual, micro-level actors, which again change macrolevel phenomena. His famous example is based on Max Weber’s theory of
Protestant values which influence capitalism (Weber 2001).
Linking travelling models to rational-choice theory, we, however, diverge
with respect to the theory’s notion of a generally existing rationality. Instead,
we align rational choice’s rationality with Czarniawska and Joerges’s afore
mentioned re-territorialisation of ideas, and thus with different institution
alised forms of what needs to be known before a decision can be taken and
classified as more or less rational. To classify a decision as rational one needs to
operate with a fixed notion of the situation one is dealing with – who the actors
are; what their temporal orientations, understandings of causality and taxono
mies are; and perhaps most problematically, what their interests are. If all
these things were known and fixed, the rational-choice argument would work,
but would risk being rather trivial. Our view is that this amounts to another
trap of circular evidence. The small puzzle that a certain decision raises is
solved by reference to a bigger puzzle, in this case the interest. In our perspec
tive the key question therefore rather relates to what constitutes the interest.
In addressing this question, we argue that it is important to examine how all
the necessary presuppositions to articulate interest are renegotiated in contro
versial, fragile situations. One type of negotiated situation arises when people
bring new tokens or react to new tokens brought in by others. Here the chal
lenge is to translate between different and often contradicting rationalities.
Richard Rottenburg (2005, 2009a) considers two aspects to be of prime impor
tance in this case – the first is the notion of an aura that explains why one
choice is preferred over another, and the second is the capacity of all actors to
he would testify against the other, who would then receive the full prison sentence. The
example is taken to explain why the suspects might not co-operate – that is, give each other
an alibi – even if co-operation would help both of them to have shorter sentences. As a result,
defection pays off for the one who first defects. He gains more than through co-operation,
while the other loses most if he’s the only one co-operating. Should both defect, they both
lose more than had they co-operated; if both co-operate, they both have shorter prison
sentences.
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be critical and reflective about their situation and decision (Rottenburg 2013).
This implies the availability of a particular form of ‘code-switching’ between a
‘cultural code’ (this is how a situation appears to us or them, but we are aware
it could be different) and a ‘meta-code’ (this is how we provisionally and tem
porarily agree that things are). The meta-code is indispensable for any com
munication that is meant to lead to co-operative action; it is the institutionalised
version of reality that is enabled by actors’ experiences of the world ‘as it is’
(Boltanski 2011, 60).
Richard Rottenburg thus suggests that a token, in order to be attractive and
valued as a model, has to have an aura4 – something that is convincing and
appealing and at the same time invisible. What makes the token, or aspects of
it, appealing depends on many things not covered by rational choice – for one,
it depends on the number of previous adaptations. The more sites accept a
token as having the potential to be a superior way of doing things, the higher
the chances it will be picked up again. This, however, is an act of imitation or
mimesis and not of rational choice. The acceptance also depends on the way it
is delivered or mediated – a person or corporation with a certain charisma can
for example convey ideas better than someone else. Furthermore, the origin
ascribed to a model is important. Finally it all depends on how well the model
connects to existing circumstances – i.e. the ontological, epistemic, normative
and material orders of the receiving site. Thus, an otherwise or elsewhere most
practical or ‘rational’ model might not make sense in a new context and would
thus be discarded in favour of a more congenial one. But here again, the exist
ing orders that deal with a travelling token are not taken to be something fixed
that would simply determine whether something is incorporated or rejected.
In most cases they are re-negotiated.
Rottenburg’s ‘meta-code’ refers to the reality construction that is neces
sary among parties with diverging positions to agree on the use and superi
ority of this rather than another model. To be able to negotiate between
different and sometimes conflicting epistemic understandings of the world –
or rationalities – demands a form of openness which allows all involved actors
to search for a way of balancing or adjusting the rationality of the others.
This process mainly depends on the ability to be reflective about one’s own
4 Following Walter Benjamin, Richard Rottenburg defines aura as the persuasive character, the
vibe of a token (with Benjamin it was the vibe of a piece of art) that demonstrates originality,
authenticity, uniqueness, inimitability – in short, it arrives as ‘the real thing’ and thus as dis
tinct from a ‘poor imitation’. He maintains that aura often becomes an invisible aspect of
power when it persuades or misguides others to do what they would not have done
otherwise.
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conception of rationality, and to recognise that other actors might have a very
different background understanding of what is rational. It is only on this basis
that a code can and needs to be established to effectively communicate
between different rationalities. Evaluative categories such as efficiency, fair
ness or legitimacy can serve as media for what Richard Rottenburg (2005) has
termed the ‘formulation of a meta-code’. This code renders actors from very
different epistemic backgrounds capable of agreeing on situation-specific
terms of interaction or co-operation. They do this in a reflexive way, balancing
between competing rationalities and social-world understandings, for which
simply no a priori meta-code exists.
In other words, while rationality cannot serve as a given and universal metacode, a meta-code is still indispensable for communicating justifications for
actions and decisions that require some sort of legitimacy. All that is available,
though, are temporary and provisional meta-codes that are used to agree on a
rationality for the purpose at hand while bracketing out the unavoidable con
tradictions and contingencies. This also applies to the objectivity claim of the
code in which social science speaks about the workings of the meta-codes
agreed upon by actors. Rather than claiming the status of a universal metacode, the language of social science is an infra-code that allows us to follow the
different steps of translation and the meta-codes of the actors, which often
follow the logic of rational choice (Latour 2005, 49).
Thus, when using travelling models as a concept to analyse the intermediate
steps of global and local change, we must examine which forms of confronta
tion and mediation are put to use in a given situation among differing, or even
competing, concepts of rationality. This implies enquiring into the forms of
legitimacy that are appealed to. In this way, the concept is also useful for the
examination of normative statements about desired or undesired changes
without setting a-priori benchmarking criteria. The analysis of open discus
sions about observable assessment criteria would replace large and demand
ing concepts such as ‘progress’ or ‘freedom’, ‘fairness’ or ‘equality’. With its
universal applicability, our approach addresses innovation by studying
encounters of different life-forms and the difficulties inherent in the analysis
of the desired or undesired consequences of the encounters.
Travelling Models – What is the Concept Good for?
The notion of travelling metaphorically depicts translation. In this chapter
we aim to show how the specific character of processes of travelling or circulat
ing between different situations becomes the focus of study and the basis of
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theorising. The thing which travels or is transferred needs to be translated –
this implies being improved, subverted, appropriated and annexed. This thing
is a token that transports ideas and becomes a ‘model’ by being picked up. The
analytical concept of travelling models thus highlights the fact that changes
happen in the interstitial, in-between spaces and steps, where set-ups are out
lined and separable units are negotiated in interactions that cross time and
space. In certain contexts it might appear more appropriate to speak of travel
ling technologies, in others of travelling significations.
This approach enables reflection about social and cultural change in a world
that is characterised by sophisticated economic, communicational and legal
integration that causes an exchange of ontological, epistemic, normative and
material orders with far-reaching consequences. When selecting the travelling
model to study, both comprehensive and detailed forms of materialising or
objectifying ideas can be considered. This form of analysis covers larger his
torical developments by, simultaneously, focusing on very detailed and partic
ular events – or, most importantly, the relations between them. ‘Travelling
models’ offer a frame that is sufficiently encompassing to include studies that
not only focus on recent forms of global entanglements, but also account for
events and technologies related to the times before the last wave of globalisa
tion became one of the main referential frames.
A further motivation for the kind of analysis we are proposing is the desire
to gain sufficient understanding to formulate relevant critiques of processes
of exclusion, oppression, humiliation, and the violation of rights. Saying this,
we are aware that theories of translation risk focusing, in hermeneutic tradi
tion, too exclusively on the process of understanding. We therefore suggest
paying particular attention to practices, materiality and technology. Another
danger when looking for the possibilities of critique lies in the temptation
to abandon the infra-code of detached analysis and smuggle in a meta-code as
an Archimedean point. In most cases this hidden switching from infra – to
meta-code with its implicit Archimedean point is a theoretical construction
with its own problematic positionality – often unveiled as ‘Western’. We thus
underline the importance of staying true to what we termed infra-code and
following the critique of the actors mostly articulated in meta-codes (what
others have called strategic essentialism).
In this first part of the introductory chapter we distinguished our approach
from earlier and competing ways of examining how change in one place is
related to developments in other places. We focussed mainly on theories of
diffusion, modernisation and rational choice. While we acknowledge the ques
tions raised by these theories, we differ from them on several important points.
One major difference is that we argue that tokens are not embraced because
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they have any inherent characteristic or power – such as being rational, mod
ern, close to human nature or otherwise superior. We rather argue that the
process is contingent since tokens need to be translated and thus changed
unpredictably in order to travel, to connect to new orders and thereby become
models which over time may be replaced by others. Another major difference
is our methodological strategy, inspired by practice theory and pragmatism,
which aims to avoid the trap of circular evidence by not explaining social prac
tice through reference to a larger frame (which can be even more questionable
than the practice being explained in the first place). Finally, with translation
theory we do not claim to offer a meta-code that would surpass our own posi
tionality; we are content with an infra-code that allows us to follow the differ
ent steps of translation and the meta-codes of the actors, as well as their
critique. Following these three principles in an attempt to minimise theoreti
cal assumptions about the world, we are able to generate theories related to
observable empirical processes of world-making. In the second part of this
introductory chapter we elaborate on the question of travelling models in con
flict management.
Travelling Models in African Conflicts
Comparison and the Study of Conflict Management
We have already mentioned in the preface to this book that our focus on Africa
was primarily a result of the research that forms the basis of most chapters
being carried out in the context of a larger programme for the Volkswagen
Foundation on “Knowledge for Tomorrow” for Africa. Having embarked on this
focus, however, we developed a certain unease with comparative research tra
ditions in area studies, particularly as they related to the topic of conflict and
conflict management. Instead of looking for authors who work on similar
questions on other continents we decided to concentrate on the issue of com
parison within African studies.
Our unease was triggered by the observation that practical and academic
interests in conflict management often circle around the question of ‘what
works’ in conflict management and, more importantly to some, the question of
‘what does not work’ or what may even prolong or exacerbate conflict. Much
research in this area thus takes the question of ‘implementation’ as a starting
point and this can have unhelpful consequences for the research. Such questions
have increasingly prompted the demand for better scientific evidence, which is
associated with the development of a comparative research design in studying
conflict and conflict management. As Andreas Mehler points out, research on
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conflict management in the field of area studies has been experimenting with
different types of comparative approaches (Mehler 2005). In principle, how
ever, most comparative approaches compare the same factors in different yet
similar ‘conflict settings’ to identify and test the independent variables which
determine success and failures in conflict management as the dependent vari
able (Mehler 2005, 116). Such evidence would, in turn, be the foundation for
putting – or translating – conflict managing models into practice.
But what are the objects of comparison – in this case the ‘conflict setting’ –
in the research traditions in area studies, particularly relating to Africa? Starting
with the most obvious, the ‘area’ – a significant critique has been the way area
studies construct their objects of comparison by drawing on too narrow an
idea of ‘area’ as the unit of analysis (Chabal 2005a; Szanton 2004). Chabal main
tains that in most cases ‘area’ is mainly defined as a culturally or territorially
bounded unit, which ignores the fact that units of analysis are always creatively
constructed in relation to the underlying research question (Chabal 2005a,
477). More generally, Jörg Niewöhner and Thomas Scheffer suggest reviving the
ethnographic notion of comparison, according to which “objects of compari
son are not found ‘out there’”, but are constructed through ‘thick comparison’
(Niewöhner and Scheffer 2010). For these authors ethnographic research tradi
tions can be brought to bear on conventional comparative research designs by
going beyond the underlying assumption that ‘areas’ exist and can be com
pared with each other in respect to a particular policy or model. Instead, as we
will elaborate below, comparing – being a particular form of translation –
needs to be considered in the performative idiom, which emphasises how
these practices do not represent a reality, but essentially construct the objects
under comparison and ultimately bring new objects into being.
These considerations are particularly crucial for the field of area studies and
the disciplinary developments towards various forms of global studies. In these
fields comparative approaches have relied heavily on highly contested catego
ries such as the nation-state, culture, territory, tribe or community, which do
not suit the reconstruction of conflict and conflict management as a field of
inquiry for comparative analysis. It is important to note that the scholarly cri
tique on which we elaborate here is not purely an academic debate about dif
ferent scientific epistemologies. On the contrary, this debate interlinks research
and political intervention surrounding the phenomenon of conflicts in Africa.
As violent conflict and conflict management have been recurrent topics in
area studies concentrating on Africa, some scholars, such as von Trotha (2000),
Tilley (2011) and Rottenburg (2009b), criticise the way in which the continent
came to figure as a global political laboratory to experiment with Western mod
els of political authority and statehood. Throughout Africa’s recent history,
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some of these experiments had devastating effects, producing novel forms of
sovereignty and political authority in which violence and disorder at times fig
ure as political instruments (Chabal and Daloz 1999). Authors such as Chabal
(2005a, 2005b) and Szanton (2004) have explicitly accused area studies of being
complicit in the production of such ‘disorder’ (Chabal 2005a; Szanton 2004).
Mahmood Mamdani (2001), by similarly connecting scholarly debate and
local practice, argues that this research tradition produces and reifies ‘ethnic
ity’ as a political identity, which bears the inherent danger of being misused as
an easy justification for mass violence. Szanton (2004) has summarised the
scholarly critique of area studies as a perception that the discipline is
at best, naively, at worst, intentionally – imposing their own personal
and/or national agendas and variously idealized or mythologized formu
lations of the historical experience of ‘the West’, both to explain, and most
often in the process, to denigrate other societies that have almost always
been in one way or another, politically and economically subordinated.
Szanton 2004, 23

With the end of the Cold War as a generally acknowledged turning point,
research on conflict has attempted to accommodate global trends such as neo
liberalism and the erosion of state monopolies on violence as globally observ
able phenomena (Bayart, Ellis, and Hibou 1999; Callaghy, Kassimir, and Latham
2001; de Waal 1997; Ferguson 2006). More recently Hardt and Negri (2000), in
their successful book Empire, have more provocatively attempted to come to
terms with such global trends by suggesting novel forms of imperial sovereign
ties. However, this thinking relies overtly on the notion that African countries
in particular – many of which are considered ‘failed states’ – demonstrate that
imperial forms of sovereignty have replaced the ‘modern’ sovereignty of the
state. But these accounts, as Dunn has observed, incorporate the marginal
position of the African continent into public and scholarly debates by simulta
neously excluding it (Dunn 2004, 151).
Frederick Cooper (2005), critiquing the epistemologies in area studies,
suggests that research needs to consider topics such as conflict and conflict
management on the African continent in relation to the various shifting terri
torialising and re-territorialising tendencies in the production of global orders
in Africa (Cooper 2005, 92). Research needs to consider how ideas, models and
technologies on conflict management are re-territorialised into a heteroge
neous network of governmental and non-governmental organisations, inter
national organisations and civil society, as well as examining the way they are
entangled in the production of order.
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Translation and the Study of Conflict Management
This book tackles the question of how to study conflict and conflict manage
ment without subscribing to a narrow notion of comparison. Instead we ask
how objects are made commensurable. And how comparability is produced.
In order to move beyond the culturalist framework inherited from ‘realist’
research traditions we take the notion of translation as a key point of depar
ture in the construction of research objects. In this regard the chapters take up
the ‘translational turn’ in social sciences to rehearse a comparative perspective
in studying conflict management in African settings (Schäbler 2007, 39).
According to Rottenburg’s account of translation, the categories ‘conflict’,
‘African societies’, ‘ethnic group’, or ‘community’ cannot be taken as objective
representations of empirical reality. Moreover, Rottenburg insists that schol
arly controversies around these representations “cannot be resolved according
to the model adaequatio rei et intellectus, the equation of thought and thing”
(Rottenburg 2002/2009a, xxxii). Instead, he maintains, one needs to study the
practices of representation itself, which reveal that
one is never dealing with a single referent but rather with a diversity of
internal or transversal referents that have been organized into a chain
such that they support themselves as they proceed along it. From this
perspective, a representation is always a cascade of re-re-…representa
tions. Because the practice of representation is best understood as a
translation this [can be called] a translation chain.
Rottenburg 2009a, xxxii

Taking up Richard Rottenburg’s approach, we explore such translation chains
by following a model’s trajectory. Studying the travel of models stands in rela
tion to a set of anthropological notions about ‘circulation’, ‘flows’, and ‘transla
tion’, which are widely used to discuss the diversity of phenomena associated
with the term ‘globalisation’ and its local effects (Eriksen 1991; Ong and Collier
2005; Rottenburg 2005). Globalisation has too often been used without suffi
cient accuracy, and, as various scholars suggest, we may need alternative and
more precise concepts to capture the emergence of specific global and local
properties in long-distance connections (Cooper 2005; Rottenburg 2009a). As
we have already elaborated above, we assume that models can have very spe
cific origins in a particular time and space, from which they are then abstracted
and de-territorialised in order to travel to another setting.
In this way, we approach conflict management as a distinct object of profes
sional practices and scientific expertise. Thus, instead of thinking in terms of a
one-sided flow from the ‘West to the Rest’, we prefer the notion of travel as it
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avoids a global–local binary. Rather, as Peck and Theodore define mobile pol
icy models, the notion of travelling does not mean “simply traveling across a
landscape – they [policy models] are remaking this landscape” (Peck and
Theodore 2010, 170). In other words, by being transferred, models assemble
arrangements of people, artefacts and knowledge. The study of travelling mod
els in conflict management is essentially a translocal process, which takes
place neither in some vague ‘global’ space nor in a narrowly defined ‘local’
space, but instead in the interstitial spaces, where conflicts and their manage
ment are subject to dynamic adaptations, negotiations and contestations. In
this respect the chapters in this book tie in with studies in the field of develop
ment aid, which establish the central role of experts as ‘norm entrepreneurs’
(Finnemore and Sikking 1998) or of local development ‘brokers’ who actively
influence local arenas by making use of internationally acquired knowledge
(Bierschenk, Chauveau, and Olivier de Sardan 2000). They let development
projects “become real through the work of generating and translating inter
ests” (Lewis and Mosse 2006, 13) and acknowledge that such projects often gen
erate “complex and unintended effects” (Mosse 2008, 120; Rottenburg 2009a).
We want to emphasise that the notions of travel and translation do not
imply any linear evolution or direction, for instance from the global to the local
or from North to South. Instead we ask how people, things, and ideas travel
between various fields of practice. The authors collected in this volume aim at
understanding the translation process that makes models travel, and further,
to focus on who unpacks and (re-)enacts the technologies a model contains.
They, thus, set out to investigate particular sets of disparate elements, which
have been assembled into distinct models that render conflicts into objects
targeted by interventions. Bringing the model into focus, the authors investi
gate, for instance, where models originate from, which practices and institu
tions legitimate them, and to what extent such questions help in addressing
the consequences a model reaps. In this regard models are studied as entailing
technologies to produce particular versions of social order. In other words, by
looking at sites of translation, the contributions do not analyse conflicts per se,
but programmes that rehabilitate conflict-torn regions, policies to counter vio
lence and crime, or internationally developed directives as part of peace agree
ments or legal frameworks; which can all be comprised under the umbrella
term of technologies of social ordering that aim at managing conflict.
Framing Conflicts
The idea of conflict management may appear to be intuitively clear. However,
as highlighted above, it is more difficult to find an analytically precise defini
tion of conflict management that can be applied to the diversity of conflicts in
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different settings. But this may not be a contradiction. Rather, as this book sug
gests, actors seem to follow and imitate designated trends in their field of
expertise, which travel as models in conflict management from one conflict to
the next.5 Experts in the domain of conflict management, as in the broader
field of development co-operation, often depict models as neutral instruments
in providing an objective representation of the empirical world.
The chapters in this book follow the travel of models in conflict manage
ment with the aim of exploring the production of order and disorder they trig
ger in various contexts. As the contributions will show, these models of conflict
management do not necessarily relate directly to a conflict’s solution or even to
a secession of violence. Rather than being unidirectional in that sense, they
involve a multitude of locally adapted and globally circulating practices that
lead to mediation, adjudication and negotiation, but also to practices of rebel
ling, fighting and preventing a conflict’s termination. Practices evolving from
conflict-managing models can thus be more or less successful or they more or
less fail in finding ways to end conflict; sometimes conflicting parties may aban
don them, to perhaps pick them up again later in a varied form. By referring to
them again and again, the practices come to be socially embedded procedures
as the rational and legitimate way-of-doing-things-in-order-to-achieve-certainaims, and as such they may become institutionalised as new and creatively
adapted technologies of social ordering.
Although adapted to specific local circumstances, conflict-managing tech
nologies necessarily change over time. They are amended, adjusted to cater
for situations that differ from the preceding ones, involving, for example, new
possibilities for negotiation and jurisdiction, but also changes in the types
of arms, the establishment of new alliances, and changes in leadership.
These changes are, again, not linear. To the contrary, different technologies
of conflict management overlap by being used simultaneously; sometimes,
as some of the chapters will show, they contradict each other and lead to new
contention.
At any point in time, and particularly since the global spread of conflict
intervention and humanitarian and development aid, new actors and new
conflict-managing technologies may emerge. Local actors in conflict address
international agencies with their agendas and principles of intervention in
local conflict. At the same time – in another twist – internationally conceptu
alised ways of dealing with conflicts are constantly introduced and offered to
the actors in the conflict. Some of them, although opposed, are implemented
5 This argument draws on Barbara Czarniawska’s suggestion of likening the travel of organisa
tional models to the spread of fashions (Czarniawska and Joerges 1996, 24).
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against the will of all or some local actors. When decisions are being taken as
to which form of conflict management will be used, power asymmetries inevi
tably come into play – a situation that Acharya (2004) aptly encapsulates with
the question “Whose norms matter?” Here, external consulting, political nego
tiations with international partners, humanitarian and development aid as
well as questions about the interests of international agencies in relation to
‘sovereign’ governments enter the discussion on conflict and conflict manage
ment. The effect of political interest in aid relations has, in particular, been
taken up in a number of recent contributions to volumes edited by Bornstein
and Redfield (2011) and Fassin and Pandolfi (2010). Sarfaty (2012) addresses the
particular case of the World Bank and its internal resistance to a human rights
framework.
This focus on conflict management practices does not preclude the fact that
travelling models also provide essential technologies for running conflicts.
And although we do not focus on technologies of conducting conflict, theories
derived from such studies also occasionally make reference to what we call
travelling models. Thus, in an introductory text to a volume on violence in
Africa, Chabal (2005b) stresses the apparent ‘modernity’ of conflict practices.
He advances the example of young fighters in the Sierra Leonean civil war
whose brutality he does not regard as ‘primitive’, i.e. following the model of
“some ancient African god”, but rather the American war-movie hero Rambo
(Chabal 2005b, 12). By comparing, however vaguely, a travelling model coming
from Hollywood to the Sierra Leonean civil war, he also insinuates the local
translation of Rambo’s fighting technologies. Richards (1996) also refers to
modernity when he maintains that war in Sierra Leone was not a result of eth
nic rivalry, an indicator of ‘barbarism’ or a sign of ‘the coming anarchy’, but
based on what he regards as rational deliberations of a group of rebel fighters,
well-versed in global interconnections. Reflections about the apparent ‘moder
nity’ of (local) conflicts thus interrelate strongly with the trend to studying glo
balisation, or, as we would call it, the mobility of elements that have been
assembled into models.
Organisation of the Book
The case studies selected for this book focus regionally on Liberia, Sierra Leone,
Chad, South Africa, Sudan and Ethiopia. They address both rapid current
transformations on the continent and long-term political, technological, medi
cal, economic, and other social processes. Instead of comparing regional con
texts or conflicts themselves, the chapters compare models – understood as
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technologies of social ordering. They analyse the origins, trajectories and the
conflict-managing solutions these models entail. Thematically, the chapters
address models of post-war reconstruction, democratisation, revenue-sharing,
power-sharing, community policing, and mediation. Some of them have
already been deployed in other settings before and may travel to further set
tings in future. In this regard, models as technologies of interventions are
always mutating and the chapters provide detailed ethnographic analysis of
their transformations, uses and effects.
The book’s contributions compare the way models render conflicts into
technological procedures. To reflect this, we have divided the chapters into
three parts: (1) Redefinition of Models in Expert Interventions, (2) Models in
Institutions of Political Ordering, and (3) Models Targeting Community
Mobilisation as an Element of Social Ordering.
Part I: Expert Interventions and Local Redefinitions
In the first part, three chapters take the local redefinition of models of ‘expert
intervention’ into focus. We use the term ‘expert’ to refer to humanitarian,
development or economic specialists who both develop and apply models in
their field of expertise. The three chapters in this section take as their point of
departure the interstices between the intended intervention and a thorough
observation of the model’s reception. This part begins with a chapter by
Veronika Fuest, a specialist herself, not only in long-term anthropological
research, but also in development aid interventions in Africa as evaluator and
commentator. Her contribution focuses on Liberian non-state actors as media
tors of travelling models in post-conflict attempts to build peace. Her ‘model’ is
what she calls ‘workshop culture’. Fuest shows how this culture resulted from a
widely accepted view that considers so-called failed states to have lost their
regulatory powers during and after civil wars, particularly in Africa. As a result,
peace-building policies have, on the one hand, generated an expansion in the
claims of non-governmental organisations to strengthen civil-society institu
tions, including the representation of groups that are generally perceived to be
social subordinates. On the other hand, some development experts, interna
tional NGOs in particular, champion what they perceive as traditional institu
tions – represented by social elders and local political leaders – often regarded
as social capital in reconciliation and conflict resolution. By following the
effects of such workshop culture, she wonders who actually ‘owns’ the work
shop, thereby rendering local adaptations to the point of re-appropriation of
this expert terrain her prime focus.
The expert intervention in the next chapter originates at the World Bank
and targets a newly oil-producing country, Chad. The chapter is written jointly
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by Remadji Hoinathy and Andrea Behrends and combines their research –
Remadji Hoinathy for his PhD in anthropology at the Martin Luther University
of Halle-Wittenberg in 2012 and Andrea Behrends in her role as one of
three principal investigators of a co-operative research project on oil produc
tion in Chad and Niger. They focus on how the expert-driven, economic- and
development-oriented World Bank model of revenue-sharing has been taken
up in Chad. With the aim of distributing the newly gained oil revenues in a fair
and transparent manner in favour of development projects, this model was
instituted to try to prevent the negative outcomes of high resource rents in
otherwise very impoverished countries –the so-called resource curse. It aimed
at bettering the country’s social infrastructure by legally attributing large per
centages of oil revenue to present and future development and thus prevent
ing the potential for conflict by ‘bringing wealth to the people’. The model was,
however, unable to prevent the country from being plunged into several years
of conflict – mainly rebellion and counterinsurgency – which had reignited in
neighbouring Central African Republic, Sudan, and in Chad itself, where rebels
are continuing to fight the government and each other. Hoinathy and Behrends
show that although the World Bank advanced a rhetoric of development, the
main intention of the World Bank’s intervention has been economically ori
ented – to make oil production profitable in Chad. Arguing against popular
notions of the ‘resource curse’ theory, Hoinathy and Behrends suggest follow
ing the intricate process of this model’s adaption. They argue that the model’s
translation requires analysis on different levels in order to reach an under
standing of its very differential impact.
In the final chapter of this first part, Lydie Cabane takes a political-science
angle on travelling models in relation to disaster management. Cabane is a
post-doctoral researcher at the Center for the study of Health, Science,
Medicine and Society (CERMES3) in Paris. Her interests include global health,
risks and disasters, science and policy in a transnational world. Her account of
the translation of conflict into ‘disaster risk’ in South Africa has been inspired
by the theoretical canon of the actor-network theory. Placing humanitarian
activists and development agents at the centre of her research, she focuses on
another level of a model’s translation – namely the mediation of a model.
Cabane finds that throughout its democratisation South Africa was led to rede
fine conflicts as disaster risks, enabling a redefinition of the space and manage
ment of conflict in a country shaped by a history of violence. This translation
of conflict marks the expansion of a global model supported by the United
Nations, circulated by experts, and incorporated into legislation and specific
management tools. Cabane looks at the situation in which disaster manage
ment was first adopted as a framework in South Africa and then analyses the
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way it came to be applied during the xenophobic attacks on foreigners – mainly
from Zimbabwe – in May 2008.
Part II: Institutions of Political Ordering
The three chapters in the book’s second part give attention to political institu
tions on different national and international levels and the way travelling mod
els have influenced technologies of political ordering. Mutasim Bashir Ali
Hadi’s research as a PhD candidate at the Department of Sociology and Social
Anthropology at the University of Khartoum took him to South Darfur, Sudan,
where his family originates. Being of Southern Darfurian Arab origin, his access
to the Arab communities in this part of Darfur was immediate and possible
even during escalations in violence in the Darfur War following the outbreak
of the conflict in 2003. He looks at the model of ‘power-sharing’, which repre
sents a policy widely used in internationally guided peace negotiations as a
transitory measure to go from war to peace, and from military dictatorship to
civil democracy. It implies that two or more opposing parties share political
power and national wealth to ease tensions originating from the desire of mar
ginal groups for inclusion. With power-sharing as the basis and often the out
come of peace negotiations, negotiators usually expect that dialogue will be
possible in the future and that democratic structures will eventually evolve. In
his example, Mutasim describes how power-sharing, brought about by two dif
ferent peace agreements – the internationally mediated Comprehensive Peace
Agreement of 2005 between North and South Sudan and the 2006 Darfur Peace
Agreement – led to the converse on the ground. Instead of bringing peace to
different groups with varying involvement in the Darfur War, it resulted in an
increased desire to divide into ever-smaller communities. This was due to a
complex understanding of power-sharing, a concept that, as Mutasim shows,
had been known to the people of this area as el oud, an Arabic term literally
describing a small piece of wood. As a social term it depicts a share or a right.
Mutasim highlights that as a political concept el oud is used to mediate in
situations of competition or (potential) conflict between individuals or groups
by distributing power in a way that is considered locally as fair. But he also
found that the people in his research area translated the power-sharing agree
ments that formed part of the national and regional peace agreements into
ways of opposing each other for an equal share of local and regional power. In
a chain of reactions, more and more groups and sub-groups aimed at having a
direct link to the national government by acquiring their own ‘locality’ or
administrative post. This strategy serves to separate the formerly cohabitating
groups from each other by putting them simultaneously under the direct con
trol of the national government – reminiscent of the divide-and-rule policy
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that characterised British colonial rule. Mutasim thus witnesses a conflictmanaging model’s unintended consequences – in this case, the escalation of
conflict as a direct result of how people translated the basic assumptions of the
various peace agreements.
Dejene Gemechu’s study of a travelling model in Ethiopia documents sev
eral similarities with developments in Sudan. Although not in open civil war,
ethnic strife has been widespread in Ethiopia over the last few decades. The
model of ‘ethnic federalism’, introduced to Ethiopia in 1991 with the intention
of enabling devolution and appeasing latent and open conflict, led, in fact, to
similar divisions as those described by Mutasim. Like Remadji Hoinathy,
Dejene Gemechu was awarded his PhD in anthropology at the Martin Luther
University. He now works in the social science stream at Jimma University in
Ethiopia. He notes in his study that traditional institutions dealing with conflict
management have experienced an unprecedented and rising surge of interest
in Ethiopia since 1991. State agencies as well as international NGOs and civilsociety groups have begun using measures such as traditional peace confer
ences, mediation by clan elders and compensation payments in kind or cattle
as prominent methods of re-establishing peace in areas of frequent inter –
and intra-ethnic conflict and violence. Dejene demonstrates that among the
Borana-Oromo agro-pastoral populations of the Ethiopian lowlands, these
conflicts, have, in the past, been mainly about access to land. One peace con
ference was convened by the Swiss Red Cross, but modelled on what they
thought of as traditional Ethiopian peace negotiations. Using the example of
the Allona Peace Conference, Dejene shows how Oromo conflict mediation is
boosted by the presence of government agencies and NGOs, making it a local
model travelling to the national and even international spheres. Depending on
the sensitivity of the conflict at stake and on the time and care given to the
mediation process, these newly rediscovered measures seem to reap certain
positive results. On the one hand, decisions taken in the ‘traditional style’ of
the populations involved can be expected to receive wider recognition and
there is thus greater likelihood that people will comply with them. On the
other hand, however, the ethnic federalist policy can mean that the govern
ment’s intentions could be characterised as trying to ‘buy legitimacy’ among
the local populations by empowering traditional authorities, while new con
flicts evolve among the different ethnic groups who contest their respective
inclusion into national and regional political decision-making.
As an anthropologist at the University of Cologne, Mario Krämer has worked
extensively in the KwaZulu-Natal region in eastern South Africa. His contribu
tion provides insights into triggers of conflict as well as (traditional) conflictresolution mechanisms. He maintains that since the early 1990s the travelling
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model of democracy has been much in demand in sub-Saharan Africa. In his
contribution to models in institutions of political ordering, he focuses on local
post-apartheid politics, and illustrates the translation of the liberal democratic
model – as enshrined in the South African constitution – under specific local
circumstances. Given a legacy of chronic violent conflict, new forms of politi
cal power have emerged in recent years. The clearest example of this diver
gence from, and conversion of, the democratic model is the dualism of
neo-traditional and democratic institutions in local government. The chapter
examines the co-operative as well as conflicting relations between democrati
cally elected and neo-traditional actors and discusses the implications for
post-apartheid democracy.
Part III: Mobilisation and Communities in Social Ordering
When devising models that aim at fostering social and political change, par
ticularly in preventing conflicts or rehabilitating their effects, ‘communities’ of
different kinds suggest themselves as an adequate, even convenient target for
policymakers and thus for the implementation of travelling models. Depending
on how communities are defined, community members can also be important
actors in appropriating models in a way other than intended. The chapters in
the final part of the book start out from the community perspective to investi
gate the very differential effects of models. Sylvanus Spencer, an historian by
training, opens the contributions in this section. With a master’s degree in his
tory from the Fourah Bay College in Freetown, Sierra Leone, he undertook
extensive qualitative field research for his PhD on travelling models at the
same institution. Inspired by Geertz’s idea of ‘thick description’ – the detailed
ethnography and subsequent analysis of an event or a situation – Spencer con
centrated on the post-war ‘democratisation’ in his country. In the course of his
research he came to focus on one aspect of democratisation, namely the notion
of ‘freedom of expression’ and he traces the development of this model from
an historical perspective following its introduction to post-war Sierra Leone
and Liberia. Thick description was particularly valuable when looking at the
various implications of free expression during the 2008 elections in Sierra
Leone. Taking youth as a category for his study of pre-election campaigns and
people’s reactions to them, Spencer examined song lyrics, the performance of
singing and the controversies created by both texts and performances in his
analysis of the model’s translation. He shows that translations can move in
very diverse, if not outright contradictory and conflicting, directions, and his
research thereby encapsulates one of this book’s essential findings – that
(often highly acclaimed) models in conflict management need a thorough
assessment of the local terrain if we are to anticipate what will happen to them
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when being implemented. In Sierra Leone, as a consequence of the events
described by Spencer, members of the elite, traditional elders and influential
politicians sought limits on free expression, fearing their formerly uncontested
positions would be jeopardised. Interestingly, he also found that government
officials, development workers and radio broadcasters who were in favour of
free expression claimed that destructive publishing could threaten democracy;
they therefore advocated ‘responsible’ handling of this travelling model. And,
indeed, in common with the case of oil-revenue distribution in Chad, and with
domestic violence in Sierra Leone and the government’s efforts there to intro
duce gender mainstreaming measures, a free press could ultimately only oper
ate as part of a much larger institutional arrangement. Without institutional
arrangements that are conducive, models may trigger developments that go in
a very different direction than was planned by those conceptualising the model.
In the book’s final chapter, Tinashe Pfigu and Kees van der Waal reflect on
‘community policing’ as a model aimed at managing small-scale conflict and
crime in the South African region around Stellenbosch. Here, the country’s dis
tinct history of apartheid and the anti-apartheid struggle, as well as prevailing
class and ‘racial’ differences, provides a very specific political climate as back
ground for travelling models. As Pfigu originates from Zimbabwe, where she
completed her master’s degree in social anthropology, she provides a perspec
tive that is close but once removed from the South African context. Kees van
der Waal, professor of anthropology at the University of Stellenbosch, super
vised her work and contributed with a case study from his own research.
Together their research has focused on local-level practices of crime preven
tion, influenced by national programmes such as the National Crime Prevention
Strategy of 1994. Pfigu and van der Waal show how community policing is
meant to encourage partnerships between civil society, business, government,
police and local people in dealing with crime, but when comparing three dif
ferent neighbourhoods they conclude that the particular technologies of this
model can be unpacked and translated very differently, based on existing con
cerns within each of their research sites.
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PART 1
Expert Interventions and Local Redefinitions
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Chapter 2

Workshopping Owners

Policies, Procedures and Pitfalls of Peace-Building in the Non-State
Sector of Liberia
Veronika Fuest
Introduction

International peace-building policies have been governed by various discursive framings and paradigms that are overlapping and sometimes inherently
contradictory, such as liberal peace and local ownership. They have generated
an increase in the agency of non-governmental organisations and aimed at
strengthening civil-society institutions, including the representation of groups
generally perceived to be social subordinates. At the same time, ‘traditional
institutions’, represented by social elders and local political leaders, have been
championed as social capital in reconciliation and conflict resolution. The
most popular platform of intervention consists of workshops organised by
non-governmental organisations and framed by facilitators trained in internationally acknowledged methods. This chapter1 describes a number of travelling models – policies and procedures as mobile social technologies – in
peace-building at the local level in Liberia since the years of the civil war
(1989–2003) and explores some of the effects and repercussions of those interventions. It is concerned with analysing how power relations influence reactions to the implementation of various models in rural and semi-urban Liberia
and describes how they are appropriated and translated by various local actors.
A wide range of studies have focused on misconceptions and unintended
consequences of blueprint policies in development and have demonstrated
how the resources and intentions of external interventions may be selectively
acquired, manipulated and/or thwarted, not only by their target groups, but also
by development agents themselves in unpredictable ways at various levels of the
international hierarchy of the aid business (cf. Bierschenk, Chauveau, and
Olivier de Sardan 2000; Cooke and Kothari 2001; Mosse 2005; Stirrat 2000;
Rottenburg 2009; and the introduction to this book). Considering Liberia’s historical and cultural background and recent history of conflict, some pitfalls
created by the application of those models are highlighted: on the one hand,
1 This text constitutes a revised and extended version of Fuest (2010).
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standard procedures of social inclusion and participation; and, on the other
hand, the policies of promoting traditional institutions considered social capital
in reconciliation – both deriving from the concept of local ownership in peacebuilding. The focus is on an increasingly popular type of intervention involving
particular models of participatory procedure: workshops. The commonality of
this intervention has in fact resulted in a neologism in Liberian English, i.e. the
transitive verb to workshop.2 Standardised procedures of recruitment of participants as well as the content of workshops raise questions about the appropriateness of participation, inclusion and exclusion. The support of traditional
institutions, in particular the secret societies Poro and Sande, may in fact contribute to a revival of contested gerontocratic systems and of practices considered traditional violations of human rights. I argue that the implementation of
the models in question implies risks and unintended consequences that may
controvert the intentions of the makers if local context, conflict lines and power
relations are overlooked. In local arenas such interventions may aggravate current lines of conflict, as questions of both legitimacy and representativeness are
not sufficiently addressed by the peace-building agents in charge.3
The notion of local ownership is intrinsically vague - thus, incidentally, as
this chapter will demonstrate, “owners” may “workshop” others, and “owners”
may also be “workshopped”- and involves contradictory assumptions. On the
one hand, policies are governed by the assumption that war-shattered communities need to be brought into conformity with international standards of
good governance (‘liberal peace’). On the other hand, the importance of traditional institutions and social contexts (‘peace-building from below’) is emphasised (Donais 2009). The emphasis on ‘local ownership’ of both structures and
processes by local non-governmental organisations (ngos) and on local solutions is curiously juxtaposed to the similarly fashionable Western models
(often assumed to be universal) of conflict resolution or transformation, which
travel across the globe and crystallize in workshop practices. A paradox is
created as external actors are assumed to command superior techniques for
dealing with peaceful change and human rights issues. Although the approach
of policy design and social transformation has been widely criticised by a
range of analysts of the development business and the world of policymaking
(e.g. Cleaver 2000; Mosse 2005), it persists. As Bornstein and Munro (2003, 225)
put it:
2 “They workshopped the women in that town.” The subject is usually an ngo, the verb collocates with target groups.
3 In this respect, a contribution is also provided to the debate on “the tyranny of method”
(Cooke and Kothari 2001, 7–8).
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The political dimensions of such craftwork are obscured by the prevailing focus on partnerships, good governance, and civil society…. Yet,
simultaneously, and despite the political aspects of ‘reorienting relationships’, the tasks are posed as technical ones, amenable to the skills and
capabilities of the leading international development institutions.
My findings are based on intermittent field research4 in semi-urban and rural
locations in the centre and northwest of the country (Bong and Lofa counties)
and in the capital city Monrovia between April 2005 and March 2007 (altogether five months), and on an evaluation of literature and ngo project documents.5 The regions, in the centre and northwest of the country, comprise the
most densely populated areas of Liberia outside Monrovia and geographically
coincide with the so-called ‘Poro complex’ of secret societies (also spanning
the larger part of Sierra Leone and the southeast of Guinea). This region has
historically been marked by the pervasive influence of male and female secret
societies in all spheres of life, especially the mutually exclusive secret societies
of Poro (for men) and Sande (for women). It also coincides with Liberia’s most
prominent ‘catchment area’ of foreign aid, due to its accessibility by road from
Monrovia.6 This particular coincidence has provided a challenging (due to
respondents’ reluctance to talk about secret society affairs) but also fruitful
research environment considering the issues at stake.
Policy Frameworks as Travelling Models in Peace-Building
Liberia’s post-war landscape of peace-building has been shaped by the standard assumption of the international community that concerted efforts should
be taken by external actors to reconcile and regenerate war-torn societies in
ways that will inhibit relapses into violence (Bornstein and Munro 2003;
Duffield 2005; Pugh 2000). Donor policies and projects have been informed by
4 For financial support of my fieldwork, I gratefully acknowledge the Max Planck Institute for
Social Anthropology in Halle/S., Germany.
5 Research included participant observation in three workshops in Bong County; interviewees
consisted of representatives of international donor agencies and consultants as well as key
informants such as local authorities, leaders of organizations, ngo workers. ngos contacted in
the course of research include the Democratic Education Network-Liberia, Mother Patern
College, Search for Common Ground, Women in Peacebuilding Network (wipnet). Group discussions and further interviews were conducted with men and women who had participated in
workshops and old friends from pre-war times (PhD field research in Liberia 1984–86).
6 ngos have also been active in Liberia’s southeast, albeit to a lower degree (see Fuest 2008a).
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a ‘new humanitarianism’ and a concept of ‘liberal peace’ involving profound
social transformation with ameliorative and harmonising measures (Duffield
2005, 8–12). The end of a civil war has been viewed as offering countries unprecedented opportunities to rebuild their societies and to push through difficult
reforms. From this perspective, the (inter)national mission of post-conflict
rehabilitation has been not simply reconstructive but explicitly transformative
(Bornstein and Munro 2003, 225). However, a crucial difficulty in war-torn societies is that the state is both the agent and the object of reconstruction
(Bornstein and Munro 2003, 221). Formal institutions such as government
courts possess limited capacities and little legitimacy in the ‘no peace/no war’
situations that are so characteristic of countries that have endured extensive
civil conflict – particularly where abuses of state institutions are considered to
have been at the root of the conflict in the first place, as in Liberia.7 Statecentred notions of regulatory institutions and security have been perceived to
involve the risk of imposing illegitimate and non-sustainable changes. This
dilemma has resulted in parallel, although often disparate, strategies and activities of peace-building at various levels of intervention.
To international agencies such as the World Bank and the Organisation for
Economic Co-operation and Development (oecd), a way out seems to be reinforcing or establishing civil-society institutions and actors, thus restricting any
arbitrary power of the state, in addition to rebuilding and reforming legislative
and executive structures (Bornstein and Munro 2003, 225).8 Besides government reform, three general policies of intervention can be discerned, inspired
by the approaches of both liberal peace and local ownership.9
First, support is largely channelled to ngos as these have come to be considered particularly suitable peace-builders. ngos are more flexible than state
actors and they provide access to a wider range of non-military options, such
as psycho-social care; retraining of ex-combatants; awareness-raising; encouraging trust-building between conflicting parties and lobbying for peace; and
organising reconciliation events rather than focusing on violence actors. ngos
also have access to local expertise and institutions and are more likely to represent the interests of the local people. In predominantly Christian countries,
7 See, for example, Sawyer (2005) on this issue.
8 See Bøås and Jennings (2005) for a discussion of blueprint-development approaches to mend
what are perceived to be ‘failed’ states. The authors argue in favour of case analyses that take
into account “the complex nexus of actors, incentives, power structures and networks” (388).
9 Originating in development work, the term ‘local ownership’ was employed by the oecd
Development Assistance Committee (oecd dac) in 1996. The corresponding report was later
followed up by the World Bank, undp and most ngos (Carvalho and Nagelhus Schia 2011).
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churches may perform a leading role; they have strong organisations and enjoy
a high degree of legitimacy (Bornstein and Munro 2003, 225; Neubert 2004,
61–62).10 Depending on the context, measures devised by un agencies, for
example, may be implemented by local or international ngos (ingos) commissioned for specific peace-building measures, or an ingo may pursue its
own agenda.
Second, in post-conflict situations, the paradigm of participation is applied.
According to a wide international consensus, representatives from all walks of
‘civil society’11 are to be included in forums of various kinds, and a voice is to be
given to the subordinate and marginalised. Communities and local organisations – ‘stakeholders’ – are to be empowered to negotiate with national and
international institutions and bureaucracies. A better society is to be promoted
by including people who are (usually perceived to be) disadvantaged – for
example, women and youth – at all levels in the making and implementation
of decisions that affect their lives. Contextually, depending on their status and
complexity, ngos may be both agents and target groups in these processes. The
most popular type of forum is constituted by workshops involving a variety of
‘stakeholders’ where communication is structured by external facilitators.
These events, organised according to international procedures, have gained
significance throughout sub-Saharan Africa since the 1990s and have come to
be considered crucial instruments in peace-building.
Third, donor agencies consider strengthening a country’s informal indigenous capacities to be part of the task of international assistance. Traditional
institutions are assumed to have retained regulatory powers that the state has
lost in the course of conflict; they are emphasised to ensure local ‘ownership’
of both structures and processes. The donor community’s ‘discovery’ of traditional institutions is sometimes phrased in discourses of ‘social capital’ in reconciliation after violent conflict (Klute 2004).12 Many theorists and practitioners
have been inspired by Lederach (1995), who criticised the notion and practice
of simply transferring Western conflict-management techniques across cultures with little or no understanding of the cultural knowledge and resources
10

11
12

In West Africa an enormous variety of Pentecostal churches mushroomed during and
after phases of violent conflict. Their role in local and regional ‘peace-building’ certainly
deserves to be studied.
See the contributions in Baker and Chandler (2005) on the uses and intricacies of the
concept ‘civil society’.
Among social scientists, too, traditional institutions have been extensively considered in
the theory of peace-building, reconciliation and reintegration; see contributions in
Zartman (2000) and also Davidheiser (2006) and Gemechu (this volume).
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in the conflict setting, which are considered essential elements in peacebuilding. The underlying assumption is that the potential for peace-building,
such as authentic leadership, already exists in the particular region or community and hence is rooted in its ‘traditional culture’. Peace-building then requires
that actors become aware of the already existing traditional methods of both
conflict management and local wisdom in a given society. Cockell (2000; quotation from p. 21), for example, considers the mobilisation of ‘indigenous
resources’ to be one of the “parameters for sustainable peace-building strategies and programmes”. In Liberia, aside from local chiefs, these resources have
been ascribed in particular to leaders of the traditional secret societies.
The material presented in this chapter shows how the approaches of liberal
peace, on the one hand; and of a communitarian notion of local ownership
and peace-building from below (involving traditional authorities) on the
other hand, are implemented by ngos at the local level in Liberia. To facilitate
an understanding of the repercussions at the local level, a general backg
round and description of the conflict parties is mapped out in the following
section.
Historical Setting and Social Rifts in Liberia
The Liberian civil war, which is considered to have ignited and sustained much
of the recent conflict in this war-torn part of West Africa, lasted 14 years (1989–
2003). It claimed the lives of between 150,000 and 250,000 people and displaced
nearly half the country’s population. After the Comprehensive Peace
Agreement was finally signed and Charles Taylor left the country in 2003, the
international community aspired to rebuild Liberia to prevent it from relapsing into violent conflict, and turn it into a respectable country with a functioning government. A peacekeeping force, the United Nations Mission in Liberia
(unmil), was deployed across the country. In 2004 the armed factions were
disarmed and demobilised. The interventions by the un and other international players also facilitated the implementation of peaceful national elections in 2005, culminating in the inauguration of Ellen Johnson-Sirleaf, Africa’s
first female president, in 2006 (Mehler and Smith-Höhn 2006). A new quality
of participation by civil-society actors in politics and democratic processes of
transformation has been observed in most sub-Saharan countries in the last
two decades (Eberlei 2008). In Liberia this development had been delayed by
the war but seems to have accelerated under the present head of state.
At the local level, international and national ngos became increasingly
active in the country since the first years of civil conflict. According to a study
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of the ngo sector in Liberia, some ngo programmes focused on relief provision; others had broader objectives, including advocacy. Major differences
rested in the nature of the organisations and their linkages, with international
ngos having greater access to external actors, as well as greater sustainability
in terms of funding (Atkinson and Mulbah 2000).13 Since the peace agreement,
Liberian government institutions have been framed by expanding, parallel
donor structures (un agencies, the European Commission, bilateral agencies
and ingos) to an extent hitherto unknown – resulting in a common local perception: “When the war came, development came”. In 2008 an estimated 180
foreign charities were active in Liberia.14 These structures have fuelled an
impressive mushrooming of local ngos with mixed aims and purposes: to fight
poverty and to heal the wounds of war; to work for reconstruction and reconciliation in their county, district or community; to contribute to constitutional
reform;15 and to tap into the flow of external funding – after all, international
funding channels have become one of the major sources of Liberian income,
even in rural areas. More than 400 ngos had registered with the Ministry of
Planning and Economic Affairs by February 2007.
At the national level, policies and activities have been dominated by international agencies. They have introduced rights-based models of governance
which feature high on the international peace-building agendas concerned
with the state bureaucracy.16 These international agencies support and run
mass media that broadcast a wealth of novel concepts, discourses and procedures derived from the paradigms of participation and good governance (most
conspicuously, the nationwide unmil Radio, but also regional radio programmes in various local languages).17 The rhetoric of human rights, women’s
rights, youth rights and the transformation of structures of subordination is
widely employed. Multilateral organisations as well as ingos generously
13

14
15

16
17

Political-level work was dominated by local ngos, reflecting their comparative advantages as locally embedded organisations. As reported, many effective activists and organisations received core international funding and support, mainly from smaller and private
donors (Atkinson and Mulbah 2000). Duworko (2003) has drawn attention both to the
weakness of some local ngos that were merely ‘one-man or family-run organizations’ and
to the general lack of trained manpower.
“Liberia. With a Little Help From Her Friends”, The Economist, 2008, 34.
Archibald (2005), however, has noted that among the local organisations working in the
field of governance reform, constitutionality and human rights, there are many that serve
as ‘fronts’ for diaspora Liberians with political ambitions in the country.
Carvalho and Nagelhus Schia (2011) have delivered an intriguing ethnography of ‘ownership’
in Liberian ministries, the policies of which are in fact governed by international agents.
See also Spencer (this volume) on Talking Drum Studios sponsored by an American ngo.
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support scores of workshops and preparatory activities such as the ‘training of
trainers’, the design (and recycling) of manuals for ‘peace-building’, ‘good leadership’ or ‘gender mainstreaming’.18 Participatory and socially inclusive methods of training and facilitation are widely employed by the ‘implementing
partners’, i.e. ingos or ngos, as the case may be. These are the major actors in
the field of ‘software projects’ concerned with social relations19 outside the
capital city.
Understanding the implications of these activities requires a look at current, local conflict arenas from a historical perspective. Heuristically, social
and political practices of identity-shifting notwithstanding, dividing lines run
between ethnic groups, status groups, genders and generations, manifestations of which may be studied in the recent history of the Poro secret society.
In the northwest and centre of the country, traditional socio-political relations
were constituted and negotiated within a system of distinct hierarchical order,
i.e. ranked lineages with powerful elder chiefs and the mutually exclusive gendered secret societies (d’Azevedo 1962). Leaders of secret societies, called zoes,
were invariably elder members of the ruling lineage. They claimed to have esoteric knowledge of medicines; to possess spiritual powers to control hidden
forces of the forest (manifested, for example, in the secret Poro mask, colloquially labelled ‘devil’); to have the ability to mediate between the supernatural
world and the community; and to control various other domains considered
important to social life and the community’s survival. Initiation into the societies was compulsory for all boys and girls (Murphy 1980; Schröder 1988). The
zoes were feared for their secret powers. This fearful respect was translated into
special economic benefits for the zoes; they controlled the labour and services
of youthful clients, and during initiation they were entitled to – and expected –
generous donations by the relatives of the initiates, and in the case of the
Sande, female zoes extracted donations for their spiritual support during pregnancy and childbirth (Bledsoe 1984). Most adult community members, who
were ordinary members of the societies, had been socialised by senior society
members into obeying them. The initiation periods were marked by physical
pain and hardship, including male and female circumcision, as well as psychological intimidation.
The Poro and Sande were formally assimilated into the system of indirect
rule created by the government in the past century. Since the middle of the
18
19

For example, methods are based on the popular manuals Training for Transformation by
Hope and Timmel (1995, 1999).
In peace-builders’ parlance, ‘hardware projects’ refer to activities of reconstruction and
rehabilitation of physical infrastructure.
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twentieth century, Liberian governments have seen these societies as valuable
‘cultural institutions’ that could strengthen the power of chiefs in those areas
where Poro and Sande existed. The societies had been protected by official
regulations since 1924, and successive presidents sought and received initiation into the men’s society. Not only did the government’s Department of the
Interior, and later, the Ministry of Internal Affairs assume the task of regulating
the Poro and Sande societies nationwide, they also protected them against
local contestation, for example by Christians threatening to expose their
secrets. According to Ellis the fact that local officials of Poro could call on the
government to protect them against local criticism or attempts at reform had a
major effect in shaping local politics on lines more authoritarian than in the
past (Ellis 2006).20
One ethnic group was exempt from secret society membership and activities, the traders called Mandingo, who over a period of four centuries had
migrated to the area that became Liberia from neighbouring Guinea and
settled among the indigenous groups. In general, the Mandingo, the majority
of whom are Muslim, were classified locally as ‘strangers’; by being denied
membership in the Poro they were largely excluded from their communities’
political affairs. For complex historical reasons, the Mandingo became both
prominent victims and perpetrators in the civil conflict. In some locations, a
cycle of violence was created by mutual desecrations or destruction of religious sites, i.e. mosques and secret Poro groves.21 The majority of the
Mandingo were driven into exile in the course of the civil war, and Mandingo
united to form two of the major warring factions (Ellis 1999; Højbjerg 2005.
Even after the signing of the formal peace agreement, ethnic tensions have
persisted and have been manifested by outbreaks of violence, particularly in
the north of the country. Since 2004 many Mandingo have come back to
resume their previous activities but have been prevented from reclaiming
their property and have been denied access to marketplaces and farmland by
the ‘indigenous’ people that had driven them away. The war provided an
opportunity for members of these groups, chiefly the Gio and Mano of Nimba
County, but also the Kpelle and Loma of Bong and Lofa counties, to fill
the void of commercial activity that the absence of the Mandingo had
20

21

Out of all Liberian presidents the Poro was instrumentalised in the most effective way by
Charles Taylor. He ruled effectively over the interior of the country, in contrast to the
other heads of state, who were based in Monrovia. Reportedly, he donated cars and even
busses to the zoes (personal communication with S. Ellis, 11 July 2007).
Poro masks were looted by Mandingo and sold to expatriates in traditional arts shops in
neighbouring Guinea (personal observation made in Nzérékoré, October 1993).
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created. They are in direct competition with the Mandingo and invoke – or
construct – their ‘customary’ rights to the territory to use the land, market
spots and housing space formerly owned by Mandingo. The issue of land
is the key factor in the inter-ethnic tensions. The most prominent lines of
ethnic conflict divide various groups in the north (Gio, Mano) and northwest
(Loma) of the country from the Mandingo. In the years following the war,
various observers have maintained that Liberia’s peace remains fragile as
long as this inter-ethnic strife persists. Reconciliation between the Mandingo
and the other ethnic groups has been considered “one of the most important
post-conflict challenges” (Sawyer 2005, 63) in Liberia.22
Another important challenge is what intellectual Liberians refer to as the
‘elder–youth conflict’. Various observers maintain that in the past decade, the
dominant line of cleavage in Liberian society has become generational.
The conditions of war gave the youth more agency and power than ever before;
the gerontocratic system of the past, which in Liberia’s west is intertwined
with the Poro society, seems to be severely contested (Ellis 1999; Richards et al.
2005; Utas 2003). Participation in the war was considered a revolution in the
minds of the youth – “a way of freeing themselves from a heavy workload and
parental expectations” – and, in the case of males, from constraints in access to
women and potential wives (Utas 2005, 140).23 In many locations, the powers
of the secret societies Poro and Sande were reported to have been eroded
during the years of the war. Frequently, zoes became targets of violence; they
were humiliated in public or killed, or they had to flee into exile. Their loss of
power was exacerbated by the incapability of parents in times of severe hardship to mobilise the resources required for their children’s initiation (Richards
et al. 2005). Concomitantly, female genital mutilation (fgm) seems to have
decreased significantly. According to some estimates, in rural areas approximately 50% of the female population between the ages of eight and 18 had
undergone fgm before the civil war began. While exact figures were difficult
to ascertain, at the turn of the century many believed the war caused a
reduction in this practice, estimating that the incidence had dropped to as low
22

23

Indeed in 2010 the country was shaken by an outburst of ethnic conflict resulting in
deaths and displacements in Lofa County. Furthermore, the ‘Mandingo conflict’ has been
complicated by reports on the involvement of Muslim contingents of unmil deployed in
the area. Reportedly they protected the mosques used by themselves for worship rather
than the churches (“Lofa Explodes. Religious/Tribal Tensions Burst in Flames and Death.”
New Democrat, Monrovia, March 1, 2010). Involvement of Muslim unmil forces in the
Mandingo conflict is also referred to by Højbjerg (2008).
For a similar view on Sierra Leone, see Richards (1996).
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as 10%.24 However, as will be elaborated below, rural elders have revived the
initiation rituals, in part as an effort to regain control over independent youths.
It is this field of complex local power struggles and cross-cutting lines of conflict (of which we have caught but a glimpse25) where ngos enter with the
intention to build peace.
‘Workshop Culture’: Meanings and Unintended Consequences
Since the 1990s, and accelerating somewhat after the signing of the peace
agreement, a surge of ngo workshops have been conducted all over Liberia.
Characteristic topics have been ‘reconciliation’, ‘gender mainstreaming’, ‘good
governance’, ‘community dialogue’ and ‘youth leadership’. ‘Reconciliation’
workshops deal with ethnic/religious conflicts typically involving the
Mandingo. The workshops are usually organised and facilitated by ngo staff,
who are, as a rule, educated, urban Liberians external to the local setting. They
have usually been trained in facilitation methods, often in the context of international courses conducted by ingos in other African countries or even
Europe – thus involving ‘travelling models’ of participatory know-how.
Workshops may last from three to 10 days and are conducted in urban or semiurban environments or rural district headquarters.
In general, in the context of the ‘workshop culture’, economic, social, political and symbolic resources are furnished to those invited, i.e. those selected to
participate. Workshops benefit – and are also instrumentalised by – various
categories of participants in different ways. First, participation in workshops is
highly coveted as a way of attaining economic resources. Regular food and
comfortable shelter are provided for several days, which is particularly important to very poor participants. In most cases, generous ‘sitting fees’ (in 2007,
depending on the context, up to us$25 per day) are granted to the participants,
and the ‘reimbursements’ of transportation costs are a welcome source of cash

24

25

us Department of State (2001), “Liberia: Report on Female Genital Mutilation (fgm) or
Female Genital Cutting (fgc).” Accessed August 1, 2006. http://www.state.gov/g/wi/rls/
rep /crfgm/10104.htm.
Post-war conflict factors in Liberia have been variously ‘mapped’ on account of international initiatives; see, for example, von Gienanth and Jaye (2008) and McCandless (2008).
Most prominently weak justice systems, land conflicts, ex-combatants’ lack of reintegration, mismanagement of natural resources but also a lack of co-operation between implementing partners in peace-building have been considered.
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income for those who choose instead to walk to the venues (sometimes over a
period of two days).
Second, workshops are a welcome source of entertainment. Eloquent facilitators hold speeches about livelihood-related topics of common interest, they
employ unusual methods and encourage everybody to voice their opinions. As
a trainer explained to me: “The first thing we need to do is breaking the culture
of silence”. The ambiguous theme of “culture of silence” is important to
Liberians critical of their society – it discursively captures what is perceived as
a threat to lasting peace, whether with regard to the lack of freedom of speech
under regimes of the past, to traditional reluctance of women and the youth to
speak up to conservative elders, or with regard to the social and political
importance placed on secrecy. It is also adopted in musical lyrics, however,
rather in the sense of “talking is better than shooting your brother” (see
Spencer, this volume). Participants may experiment with novel ways and mediums of communication. Video presentations can for example be enjoyed in
places where such technology could otherwise not be afforded or applied for
want of electricity.26 Furthermore, it is common that workshops are framed by
mutual prayers and popular songs of at times deep emotive content, which are
usually enjoyed greatly by Liberians. They contribute to creating an atmosphere of social cohesion in these ephemeral events.27
Third, workshops provide an opportunity for symbolic contact with the
‘developed’ part of society and exposure to novel ideas and pieces of knowledge. A peculiar aura is created by clean white paper flipcharts and abundant
supplies of permanent markers – paraphernalia of an enlightened modernity
in rural environments where usually illiterate families struggle to find the
means for their children’s basic school equipment. Participation in workshops
is a source of prestige – those who have attended one or several workshops
may claim a superior status in the community.

26

27

The repertoire of the Development Education-Liberia, an ngo inspired by Paolo Freire’s
approach and supported by the Catholic Church of Ireland, comprises role plays, group
work, plenary discussions and internationally known exercises such as Hopes and
Worries, Johari’s Window, River of Life, Co-operative Squares, Trust Walk, Force Field
Analysis, Local–Global Analysis, Gallery Walk, and Problem Tree. Instructive videos
include Countdown to Freedom, Animal Farm and Liberia, America’s Stepchild.
Spencer (this volume) demonstrates that such popular songs have more than an entertainment value. They shape public opinion, facilitate civic education and mobilise popular support with varying purposes. See also Gemechu’s (this volume) depiction of music
as part of a peace conference in its function of translating globally circulating ideas to the
local level.
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Fourth, workshops connect people to wider networks and provide opportunities for creating new alliances with powerful people. As in other countries,
‘workshopping’ has entailed the formation of a new stratum of ‘workshop professionals’ composed of the educated and sometimes internationally experienced members of various organisations and communities – a new variety of
the ‘development brokers’ characterised by Bierschenk, Chauveau, and Olivier
de Sardan (2000).
Fifth, local authorities can enhance their status and build or strengthen
their networks of patronage by assigning privileges of workshop participation
to (potential) clients. Whereas the categories of prospective participants are
defined by the ngo in charge, the selection of individual participants is largely
left to ‘the communities’,28 which means that in practice the invitation letters
are directed to local town chiefs – facilitating another incidence of the ‘elite
capture’ so common in the arenas of the development business.29
In regard to the idea of ‘liberal peace’, workshops may be considered devices
to introduce democratic principles and to effect ‘social (re-)engineering’ by
pooling various resources and empowering the weaker sections in communities. Whilst I do not want to deny the possible benefits workshops have for a
wide range of people previously sidelined in Liberian society, I do want to draw
attention to unexpected implications of standard procedures of social inclusion as well as of participatory methods.
Workshops are exclusive events in various respects. International procedures of training, sensitisation, civic education, and reconciliation prescribe
the inclusion of ‘representatives’ of certain socio-political categories such
as women and youth, sometimes by quota. The ngos attempt to stratify workshop participants according to these categories. In addition, ‘local authorities’
and ‘traditional leaders’ are included, in recognition of their power and potential as change agents at the local level. In this way, ngos have unintentionally
sidelined the Mandingo in the whole range of workshops that do not specifically address ethnic reconciliation. Given the backdrop of leadership and
ethnic conflict in many communities, Mandingo are thus excluded from enjoying the multiple material and symbolic benefits of the ‘workshop culture’
and they also miss out on the opportunities to social-network that these workshops offer to participants. Where the selection of participants is left to ‘the
communities’ – in effect to their chiefs – the Mandingo minority (among other
28
29

The egalitarian connotations of this concept have been deconstructed by various anthropologists. See, for example, Bierschenk et al. (2000) and Mosse (2005).
For parallel dynamics in Nigeria see also Smith (2003) about the creation of ‘wealth in
people’ through the allocation of project resources.
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marginalised groups) tends to be excluded. The good intentions of the ngo
community notwithstanding, by informed speculation I suggest there may be
a bias or blind spot because Liberia’s major ngos are faith-based and/or seem
to be dominated by Christians.30 Against this backdrop the question needs to
be raised of whether project resources furnished to non-Mandingo patrons
indirectly reinforce local imbalances of power between the contesting ethnic
parties and possibly neutralise the intended effects of reconciliation
workshops.
On a more general level, exclusion is effected by the mediums of communication employed. The trainers, as local strangers, have to use Liberian English
as a medium, which has not been mastered equally by all Liberians. (Some
ngos that are committed to the cause of comprehensive inclusion, however,
make particular efforts to provide for interpreters.) They use writing on boards
or flipcharts to illustrate their arguments. Also the participants are expected to
‘visualise’ their views by writing. Illiterate people directly invited by an ngo are
sometimes reluctant to join the event for fear of being shamed as ‘country’
people in an arena that is perceived to be ‘civilised’, or they are present but do
not participate.
In view of the goal of peace-building, workshops may also be over-inclusive
events. Particularly in workshops directed at ethnic reconciliation, traditional
authorities are assumed to be the carriers of ‘traditional forms of reconciliation’; according to this logic, representatives of the Christians, Muslims and
‘traditional beliefs’ – in effect important social elders – are to be invited.31
30

31

Examples are the Lutheran World Service/Lutheran Church of Liberia, the Justice and
Peace Commission, the den-l, the Mother Patern College of Health Sciences, and the
Christian Health Association of Liberia. Stirrat provides an intriguing “cliché common
amongst development workers” concerning the faith-oriented history of ngos in general,
stating that “while the offspring of the colonial service work for official bilateral and multilateral donors, the children of missionaries join ngos. Missionary organizations of the
past have frequently transformed themselves into today’s development organizations”
(2000, 32–33). As in Liberia, churches seem to enjoy a reputation for their peace work and
potential of legitimacy elsewhere: “With financial and logistical support garnered by the
New Sudan Council of Churches from a wide variety of international humanitarian and
religious institutions, … peace workshops … succeeded in greatly reducing tensions
between Dinka and Nuer communities” (Hutchinson 2002, 42).
Similarly, ‘Peace Committees’ set up very early by the ngo Search for Common Ground
were comprised of women, youth, elders, ex-combatants, members of civic organisations,
representatives from relevant government agencies, and traditional and local leaders.
They were meant to mobilise community members to monitor the peace and prevent the
eruption of violence. Unfortunately, research analysing the meanings and practices of
these novel institutions is lacking.
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However, according to various workshop reports, the presence of ‘youth’ – in
Liberia an ambiguous group marker of both age and social status – representatives routinely invited by the ngos, may in fact impede open communication
considered so crucial for the success of these interventions. Reportedly, at one
workshop in 2006 in Gbarnga, Bong County, a major issue was that members of
various tribal affiliations expressed remorse and apologised for their violent
transgressions and social discrimination,32 but the Mandingo did not return
those expressions. One participant voiced this view: “We feel we have been
betrayed by the Mandingo. We exposed ourselves by admitting the wrong we
had done and expressing remorse. They did not. This means they are not open
to us. Also they can use our confession as a weapon against us” (quoted in
Lennon 2006, 10–11). It turned out that the Mandingo were willing to admit
many crimes committed by their people, but not in public and not in the presence of individuals considered juniors. The Mandingo present were elders and
tribal leaders, whereas many of the participants of different ethnic (Kpelle)
affiliation had the social status of ‘youth’. To the Mandingo, confession would
have been possible exclusively in the presence of elders of the same or superior
rank. In this context, the confession of ‘truth’ was inhibited because of the status issue,33 rather than because of the virtues of social-forgetting, a reason
so often put forward in debates around truth and reconciliation commissions
(cf. Shaw 2005).
Further problems arise from the combined application of standard social
and religious categories by ngos intending to ensure what is perceived to be
fair representation in workshops. Generally, the ethnic Mandingo are ascribed
a Muslim identity; as a result, workshop participants are both recruited and
grouped for structured communication events according to religious affiliation. The category of ‘youth’ is included as a marginalised group in the list of
‘stakeholders’ to be represented in peace-building events. At a reconciliation
event hosted by the Interreligious Council in Lofa County, as reported by
Bedert (2007), not only did (albeit a small minority of) Christian Mandingo
worry about the identity they were to adopt in that workshop; but the category
32

33

The apparently universal popularity of public confessions in reconciliation events may be
due to the role of the church in reconciliation theories and practice. Note the prominence
of Catholic bishops in the Truth and Reconciliation Commissions (trcs) around the
world; see also Shaw (2005) on the trc in Sierra Leone.
The same kind of social constraint has been observed in the work of the Truth and
Reconciliation Commissions (trc) in Sierra Leone and Liberia, where elders were reluctant to ‘confess’ in the presence of youth (personal communication with a Sierra Leonean
member of the Liberian trc, Monrovia, 14 April 2007).

58

Fuest

of ‘youths’ also overlapped with the other participating groups of ‘Muslims’
and ‘Christians’, in addition to those representing the ‘traditional beliefs’ (typically represented by Sande and Poro elders), which constitute the standard categories of participants in reconciliation workshops in Liberia.34 This seems to
have created some confusion over individual identities. Does one perform as a
Christian, a Muslim or as a youth? Workshop situations may be complicated
even more by the fact that Poro members may also be Christians. Also, Muslim
women may be members of the Sande society35 whereas Muslim males may
not enter the Poro.
Operating in the field is challenging to the ngos and ingos in various ways.
Frequently, local ngos have to adapt to their donors’ objectives and strategies,
including using imported blueprint approaches and supply-oriented rather
than demand-oriented activities and structures. Intervention models in use
may be culturally inadequate (Neubert 2004, 67). Marginalised civil-society
groups as well as traditional authorities (themselves often members of the
predatory elites that rebellious youth combatants wanted to oust when they
took to fighting) are to be included in the same workshops. According to various reports, some ingos have been struggling with problems of local access
and acceptance; they were “confronted by major challenges related primarily
to the dilemmas and risks involved in building relationships with local political actors and organizations” (Atkinson and Mulbah 2000, 7).36 Unintended
consequences may emerge as actors may reinterpret or ‘translate’ official intentions within the project context (Rottenburg 2009) but they derive from a more
elementary lack of resources, too, such as time, staff and sufficient expertise in
the actual implementation of projects – institutional constraints, which are
notoriously common in any development context. Due to deficits in careful
preparation and supervision – which, it should be noted, are not always due to
a lack of will or knowledge on the part of the ngo workers – ngos may miss
inviting important elders or fail to insist on the inclusion of legitimate representatives in their absence. These authorities may boycott the decisions that
34
35

36

See also structured events of the TRC or the Interreligious Council.
I discovered this ethnographic detail in the course of my interviews of Mandingo women
in Bong County. It seems to have escaped the attention of all scholars who have so far
published on the Liberian secret societies. The social implications would certainly
deserve further research.
As elsewhere (see Neubert 2004, 64–67), Liberian ngos also seem to suffer from a lack of
coordination and from rivalry inside the ngo community. Few would disagree with
Sawyer’s observation that there has been a striking lack of coherence: “[P]eace-building
activities are undertaken in an eclectic and compartmentalized manner as donor support
becomes available and external expertise directs” (Sawyer 2005, 138).
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were painstakingly reached by the actual participants during long sessions.
Also, as reported, reconciliatory ngos may unintentionally fuel conflict if their
intervention is only superficial and/or short term. As reconciliation workshops
provide frameworks for the mutual ventilation of grievances and remorse, the
event may take several days, and there may be a lack of time or staff to follow
up in order to facilitate the actual reconciliation process involving apology and
reparations that should ensue in order to finalise the ritual.
It is worth noting that workshop facilitators, who are sometimes also the
leaders of their ngo, may be in a socially ambiguous situation. Apart from their
income, social prestige and the concomitant requirement of compliance with
their donor, they may have a strong personal commitment to the improvement
of their society. Often their own lives were shaken by events of the war; their
training in participatory methods seems to have been a significant marker in
their biographies and to have provided them a new way of contextualising
their own experiences.37 During training, an unusual opportunity of critical
reflection on one’s own life and a new bird’s eye view on human relations is
facilitated. Therefore, on the one hand, facilitators seem to have – to some
extent – internalised the assumption of the independent individual in the
Western sense, which the workshop model implies, namely that individual
decisions are taken on the basis of information which is freely shared in the
workshop process (see also Smith 2003). On the other hand, as experts of their
own social environments, they understand the social limitations of the model.
Depending on the context, facilitators may play out one or another aspect of
their socialisation.38 While their ngos depend on international organisations
for their activities, in practice unsuitable demands from the donor community
may be circumvented in creative ways. For example, an ‘over-inclusive’
approach may be shrewdly adapted to local realities, where status is a crucial
constraint to the sharing of information that is perceived as either sensitive or
exclusive. After having observed a team of facilitators arranging working
37

38

For example, one facilitator related how he had ceased his membership in the Poro society, and told of the complications and rifts that his decision caused in his family. Female
facilitators seem to be particularly adamant when it comes to defending their decision
not to have their daughters initiated into the Sande.
It would certainly be worthwhile to study more closely the ranges and fluidity of identities among the transmitting agents of new models – the professionals in workshop facilitation. Anecdotal evidence suggests that, depending on the context, some adjust the
inherently democratic if not egalitarian concepts of the participatory approach to older
models of hierarchical order involving the Liberian ‘civilized–country’ dichotomy. They
place themselves on top, as enlightened individuals with a mission of ‘teaching’ traditionally minded illiterates living ‘in the dark’.
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groups according to status in a workshop on good governance (Palala, Bong
County), I asked them about this obvious departure from the credo of participatory methods. They explained that there were communication barriers
between social elders and juniors and that they wanted the working groups to
discuss the critical subjects in as open a manner as possible, at least internally.
When studying the flipcharts of a workshop session on “Women in Leadership”
that I had not been able to attend, I noticed that one facilitator had developed
a training module called ‘dealing with secrets’ – apparently a curious concession to local concerns in a society that has historically institutionalised the
importance of secrecy, and a ‘translation’ effort which certainly deserves closer
investigation. So does the basis of a warning given by Richards et al. against the
transfer of normative frameworks and Western methods that
clash with the language of secrecy [which] is a rather important modality
for much collective mobilization. Participatory development in a cultural
climate emphasizing the building of social capital around secrecy seems
likely to foster a process of consensus management favouring cliques –
specifically elders and ranked lineages, and males in particular. (Richards
et al. 2005, 33)
However, where facilitators insist on participation and transparency, workshops may have unintended repercussions. Participants are encouraged to
vent their experiences, feelings and views. Depending on the situation and the
skills and intentions of the facilitators, participants may be ‘seduced’ into sharing information that is usually retained or kept secret, or into venturing an
open critique of the social order. Workshops aiming to effect ‘good governance’,
‘youth leadership’ and ‘gender mainstreaming’ may explicitly call into question the traditional legitimacy of local authorities and social elders, i.e. the prerogatives of males. In plenary discussions, if low-status participants remain
shy in the presence of seniors, committed facilitators (without any stakes in
the local power arena) may take on the role of challenging these authorities
almost to the point of public shaming. As outsiders they can speak out on sensitive topics on which insiders have to keep silent, thus enticing participants to
follow their arguments. Explicit questioning of traditional authorities by persons of lower status, however, seems to harbour a risk of ensuing revenge. As
one participant whispered to me: “You see they may say it here, but [when]
they go home they [are] afraid” (workshop participant, April 2006, Palala). The
mobilisation of militant action by gender workshops has even entailed violent
transgressions on women by husbands or male gangs in Lofa and Bong counties; there, in public and in private, women had voiced energetic demands in
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‘after-workshop’ situations. Men, feeling threatened by gender-awareness
training, have reportedly prevented their wives from participating. Public feminist discourse emanating from Liberia’s urban centres and the mass media
leaves its mark in local debates with such slogans as “We women can do anything men can do” and “Our eyes are now open, men and women are equal”
(see also Fuest 2008b, 2009). Even in distant villages women may relish the
song “Side by Side” (which, incidentally, originates from an ngo context in
Sierra Leone) and many, including Mandingo women, are deeply sympathetic
to the president’s affirmative action. However, women have also expressed reservations about some of the more radical messages conveyed in gender workshops: “If I ask my husband to do housework – three times and I will receive a
beating!” (workshop participant, Gbarnga, August 2005). Concerning reconciliation workshops, ngo activists themselves have opined that merely speaking in public about things that were, according to a fragile and implicit social
consensus, previously covered up, might trigger inimical emotions.
Under professional guidance, workshop sessions are usually highly interactive and lively. It has been beyond the scope of my fieldwork to assess the
impact of the personal social experience of participatory methods – knowledge is shared openly, and every participant, irrespective of his or her level of
education, is treated in a respectful way, while authorities may be challenged
assertively – on the lives of various sub-groups of participants. I suggest that
workshops constitute a social space, a peculiar setting where the trainer as
‘other’ looks into one’s life and helps to define the ‘self’ in a reflexive way and to
discover the structure behind everyday action. People are made to think about
the meaning of social change in their own context (for example, participants
are asked to think of examples of both “good” and “bad” leadership in their
own community starting from their own family). Depending on the topical
emphasis of the workshop, facilitators have variously described this process as
a ‘healing mechanism’. Facilitators may raise confidence and hopes for social
and political improvements among participants who are intent on curbing the
power of (perceived) suppressors and abusers of power. Indeed, on several
occasions I have observed how the spirit of most participants rose in the course
of the sessions as mutual concerns were raised and group identity developed.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that the experience of participatory methods as
such may be more striking than the actual content of the training in a hierarchical society such as the one in western Liberia: “The way it is done has done
a lot of good” (former participant of a reconciliation workshop, Kakata).
Among educated individuals, workshops are certainly widely accepted
events. An emphatic appeal to me (I was mistaken for a donor representative)
by the leader of a market women’s association reveals subversive interests:
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“Workshops are good thing. We need more! You people have to come and lecture all of them [male authorities]!” (Gbarnga, April 2006). By contrast, elders’
comments may be less enthusiastic: “The workshop was fine, but it will not
change human being!” (town chief, Zowienta). However, further research is
needed to understand when, where and how workshops are questioned and
authorities turn against capacity-building or civil-education projects that are
seen to be insufficiently tailored to local needs or that challenge local power
structures.
Beneficiaries of Intervention: Traditional Authorities as ‘Blocks’ in
Peace-Building
People continue to rely on the resilient informal structures and coping
mechanisms which determined politics and facilitated survival and conflict resolution both before and during the war. Ignoring these institutions
is done at the peril of the chances for lasting peace. Some of them – even
when based on divisive categories such as ethnicity, clan, or religion –
could be important building blocks for a peaceful post-conflict order.
Andersen 2007, 18

As outlined above, this assessment by a foreign consultant who worked in
Liberia reflects a common assumption in the donor community. It is also an
instance of the terminology of craftsmanship so common in the rhetoric of
policymakers, which is rife with metaphors such as ‘reconstruction’ and ‘building’ in relation to social entities – it is highly suggestive of ‘do-ability’. By implication, policymakers and ‘designers’ of institutions are still assumed to be
capable of effective social engineering, i.e. being in control of the ‘material’, the
resources that are to be utilised in the service of desired change. The political
dimensions
are obscured by the prevailing focus on partnerships, good governance,
and civil society…. Yet, simultaneously, and despite the political aspects
of ‘reorienting relationships’, the tasks are posed as technical ones, amenable to the skills and capabilities of the leading international development institutions.
Bornstein and Munro 2003, 225

This technical attitude is also reflected in practitioners’ acronymic terminology. For example, the concept ‘traditional forms of reconciliation’ is apparently
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standardised by the acronym ‘tfr’ in the donor community (cf. Duworko and
United Nations Development Programme 2005). The term ‘traditional justice
mechanisms’ (tjms) is used in a similarly technical manner (cf. idea 2007).
The legitimacy of some of the ‘important building blocks’ in question and of
their representatives is fiercely contested by large sections of Liberian society.
Whereas before the civil conflict they had been questioned only by a minority
of Christian missionaries (since the 1970s), Liberians in the centre and northwest of the country seem to have become divided over the role of the secret
societies in recent years. In many parts of that region, initiation into the societies was disrupted by the war, and the Poro and Sande have been dormant or are
defunct in many rural communities. Also, a lack of trust in the virtues of zoes
has been reported where these are perceived to have been without the power
to protect their communities.39 Many urban youths, in particular those attending schools, are no longer interested in becoming initiated into the Poro and
Sande and would resist any coercion to do so. Urban parents are generally less
inclined than before the war to send their children to the initiation camps (socalled bush schools). International agencies and some Liberian ngo activists
are critical of the Sande society on account of their practice of clitoridectomy,
which is the central ritual of female initiation.
However, the sodalities’ apparent loss of function, legitimacy and power –
as reflected in the narratives of urban residents and some human rights
activists – have been counteracted by a variety of actors interested in their
instrumentalisation and/or revitalisation. A revival or re-legitimisation of the
secret societies by what may be termed, from a human rights perspective, an
‘unholy alliance’ can be observed. The efforts of internal actors, i.e. politicians
seeking presidential office, the Liberian government, as well as local elders, are
compounded by projects of international organisations.
There is consensus among the national media, the donor community and
many Liberians who seem to agree on the essential problems of Liberian society today: increasing prostitution, crime and domestic violence; social deviance of former fighters; and the lack of regulatory institutions. These problem
areas are discursively related by rural elders to a perceived lack of respect on
the part of the youth, their lack of moral values and their refusal to support
and labour for their elders as a result of the war. According to them (and to
zoes returning from exile), the weakening of the Sande and Poro societies
has resulted in a loss of traditional mechanisms of conflict resolution, a lack
39

Findings presented by J. Smith-Höhn at the Conference of the Liberian Studies Association
in Bloomington, Indiana, March 2007, suggest that the Poro is perceived by most urban
Liberians as a security risk rather than an asset.
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of socialisation into valuable social and practical skills, and in missing
opportunities of ritually reintegrating of ex-combatants.40 Therefore, many
older members of western Liberia’s rural society seem to be ready to support
the re-empowerment of secret societies and their leaders, which is manifest
in efforts to revive the ‘bush schools’. One may conclude, as several authors
have (cf. also Sawyer 2005; Atkinson and Mulbah 2000; Search for Common
Ground 2004), that secret societies could be vital in building and sustaining
peace, by “restoring community discipline, and in the ritual reintegration of
ex-combatants” (Richards et al. 2005, 65).
Indeed, these perceptions seem to be supported by ethnographic evidence
from both the past and present. Westermann (1921, 246) reported that young
Kpelle men who had committed crimes could flee to bush schools in session
and thus be ritually cleansed. Staying in that spiritually loaded place made
them innocent, as the person that entered died symbolically and was reborn at
his coming out.41 The Poro’s reputation as a peace-building organisation has
been enhanced by reports such as that by Sawyer et al. (2000). In locations
where the Poro continued to function, it has also been ascribed authoritative
powers in building peace. As reported, it was vital to the reduction of violence
and to the settlement of inter-ethnic disputes. For example, careful co-optation
of armed leaders could successfully constrain their actions and serve the protection of local people (Sawyer 2005, 30–31, 60–64). The Poro seems also to have
been active in organising collective labour in the reconstruction of communities, sometimes in response to demands for community contributions to development projects. Reportedly, in some Lofa communities the public appearance
of the ‘devil’ (colloquial designation of a frightening Poro mask) enforced youth
labour contributions (Atkinson and Mulbah 2000, 9). In the course of the war,
the Poro provided mystical protection and ‘imaginary weapons’ to enhance the
military effectiveness of fighters (Ellis 2001).42 With this reputation, the Poro is
40

41

42

However, discourses of ‘destroyed communities’ and ‘collapsed institutions’ may have
been maintained and fostered by local ngos in order to fuel the inclination of international donors to channel funds to them.
See also Bellman: “When the boys enter into the Poro fence, they carry their innocence as
well as the evils the community wants to be rid of…. Blessings are given that contain a
kind of curse. The presenter prays that the initiates will catch illnesses and misfortunes to
take into the bush with them. There, by undergoing metaphorical death, the boys eliminate evils from the community” (Bellman 1984, 111–12).
The Poro is believed to be in control of ‘imaginary weapons’ that, historically, have been
provided by ritual experts associated with the most powerful sodalities. As protective
amulets and bullet-proofing medicine, they are intended to enhance the military effectiveness of those who employ them (Ellis 2001, 2006).
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reported to claim a crucial – albeit backstage – role in the process of the
National Truth and Reconciliation Commission (trc) by invoking its power of
‘destroying the charms’ that are still working to render ex-fighters gun-proof. As
a senior zoe explained, elders in all districts need to participate in the destruction of those ‘charms’, the rationale being that the charms are keeping ‘these
boys’ in a fighting mood: “No charms, no ready to fight.”43
I do not want to deny the possibility of various regulatory and conciliatory
functions of the Poro (and Sande, for that matter) that may help to settle conflicts, to regulate co-operative community work, and to reintegrate the traumatised and marginalised, in particular ex-combatants. Some of the historical
functions ascribed to the Poro are the (trans-ethnic) organisation of war and
trade; harmonising lineage rivalries; constituting a cross-cutting institution
which balanced secular leadership, social control and jurisdiction; and the creation of social conformity and institutional security. But I want to draw attention
to a dilemma that has been addressed by Merry (2006), inter alia, in regard to
local activism and human rights. In many cases, traditional authorities harbour
ambitions to maintain or to revive hierarchical systems of dominance that may
spur human rights violations such as domestic slavery or severe physical mutilations as part of initiation rituals. But some ngos seem to be – or have been –
naively idealistic and blissfully unaware of the possible harmful implications of
their work. In fact, there are some critical aspects of the inclusion of Liberian
‘traditional leaders’ in peace-building projects that should be considered.
As mentioned above, historically the secret societies were crucial institutions for enabling elders and local elites to accumulate resources and concentrate power. During extensive periods of compulsory initiation, including
circumcision of both girls and boys, the zoes could extort considerable fees and
labour services from senior relatives of the initiates and, in the case of girls,
from prospective husbands. The overriding but hidden motive of many a traditionalist’s discourse on the value of the sodalities therefore seems to lie in their
opportunity to (re-)establish a viable source of income. This commercial aspect
was highlighted by the short duration of the new ‘bush school’ sessions in some
places (for example, Bong County) in 2007. The time span of this purportedly
important institution of socialisation, which used to last for months and even
years in the past, was reduced to just one week. The revival of these camps is
contested among Liberians for various reasons. Human rights activists, urban
youths and many educated people consider the institution inhumane or backward. From a different point of view, the effectiveness and disciplining function of this short-termed initiation is seriously questioned by concerned elders
43

Interview with Sande elder, member of the trc, Monrovia, 12 March 2007.
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intent on regaining control over ‘the youth’. They maintain that the initiation
into the Poro and Sande, if conducted in that perfunctory way, will not serve the
urgent purpose of re-educating the youth that has been ‘spoilt’ by the war.
The efforts of traditional elders have been supported by various ‘modern’
actors. The secret societies have been instrumentalised by various post-war
politicians striving to consolidate their power. During election campaigns,
some contestants for the presidency courted – i.e. bribed – Poro and Sande
leaders to direct the votes of their society’s members, in order to enhance their
constituencies. Apparently playing on the peculiar tradition of previous
Liberian governments, President Johnson-Sirleaf has co-operated with the
Sande society in particular and made promises of gender-specific benefits.
Significantly, present society leaders reportedly try to embrace members of the
government by inviting them to become high-ranking ‘members’.
The Liberian government seems to be walking a tightrope in trying to balance demands for human rights with the need for political expediency. Its affirmative action to promote women’s human rights appears to be selective. While
publicly demanding women’s human rights on the ‘frontstage’ – to use
Goffman’s terminology – the president has had, on the ‘backstage’, to support
gerontocratic structures that are not only interested in curbing non-submissive youths but are also continuing with or reintroducing fgm, in order to win
and consolidate political support (cf. Fuest 2009). It is striking that in contrast
to other African countries, for example Sierra Leone, fgm was hardly mentioned in Liberia’s media until recent times.
According to the policies of the Ministry of Internal Affairs (mia) and multilateral donors, the zoes have been included in all important reconciliation workshops
at national and county levels. Ironically, the zoes are taken to be the representatives of the ‘traditional religions’, which have to match, by common consensus, the
representatives of the two major conflicting religions, i.e. the Muslim and Christian
communities. Along those lines, power has been granted to zoes in the Liberian
trc process. A ‘Traditional Advisory Council to the trc’ was established with support from the government. The mia is encouraging the National Council of
Traditional Authorities – by implication, the leaders of the secret societies – to
restore order and to resume their ‘regulatory functions’; it is also attempting to
formalise the societies’ status as quasi-ngos and is reported to have considered
putting the zoes on the payroll and to be centrally regulating the initiation cycles
of the Poro and Sande. At the same time, the discourse of the mia (probably under
the influence of international donors) aims to reform the societies to gradually
make them more liberal and more consistent with ‘good governance’.44
44

Interview mia, Monrovia, March 2007.
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The secret societies have received direct support, not only from Liberian
government actors, but also from at least one ingo (Everyday Gandhis, based
in the United States) and from the Liberia Community Infrastructure Project
(lcip), funded by the United Nations Development Programme (undp). These
organisations have bought the idea that the secret societies, in particular the
Poro, constitute a crucial element in the reconciliation process and the reestablishment of order in Liberia’s perceived-to-be-unstable communities45
Accordingly, zoes have been able to construct houses for themselves and Poro
shelters, and they have also been able to conduct lavish public rituals of ‘cleansing’ and reconciliation.46 We can see the work and misunderstandings of
Everyday Gandhis in relation to the societies: “Initial response to our efforts
has far exceeded our wildest hopes: … communities are organizing traditional
healing, cleansing and reconciliation ceremonies, restoring elders and zos
(indigenous healers) to their rightful place in the community, and organizing
grassroots teams to monitor media coverage, select and elect peace-building
candidates and organize reconciliation at every level.”47
Critical observers have suggested that the public ritual, which was attended
by government and un representatives, may well have been a creative response
to the donor community’s ‘discovery’ of traditional institutions.48 Reportedly,
shrewd local authorities have led the Monrovia-based organisations on just to
gain access to resources – after all, cows and goats for the sacrifices, a lot of
entertainment and an increase in reputation by media coverage were provided
almost for free. The observers have also voiced the opinion that the rituals
were not conducted in any proper ‘traditional’ sense (the context and the
meaning of sacrifices and vows during mutual meals were ignored) and therefore did in fact not oblige the participating parties to keep their promises of
reconciliation. And, as a consultant has warned, “there are obvious dangers
45

46

47
48

These projects have been described by Archibald (2005) and Bawn (2006) for lcip and by
Cynthia Travis for Everyday Gandhis. Accessed August 15, 2007. http://www.everydaygan
dhis.com/oj-2.html.
The explicit project purposes of the Liberia Community Infrastructure Project (lcip) are
“traditional healing and cleansing of ex-combatants and war-affected persons” and
“cleansing the land of atrocities such as rape, torture” (lcip Grant Form, 24 May 2005).
Accessed August 15, 2007. http://www.everydaygan dhis.com/oj-2.html.
That event in Lofa is reminiscent of the reconciliation festivals and meetings involving
the Tuareg in Mali, where the number of such events, constructed as ‘local traditions’,
increased after external agencies started supporting them in the mid-1990s. As the flow of
aid resources receded, a new tradition of reconciliatory meetings was invented. At the
same time, local chiefs exploited these events to consolidate or re-establish their power as
mediators (Klute 2004, 301–306).
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that resources channelled into this process would unwittingly support the
reinforcement of a pre-war status quo” (Archibald 2005, 21).
By virtue of what Klute and von Trotha (2004) have called the ‘exotic fallacy’,
development actors in Liberia have built on the conflict-resolution competence of ‘traditional authorities’ and resumed responsibility for invigorating
them. Donor agencies elsewhere have also promoted traditional institutions
and interfered in the local dynamics of power constellations. Accepting “at
face value the traditionalising rhetoric and its legitimisations, [they have failed
to see] the connection between peace-promoting measures and the processes
of local power-building” (Klute and von Trotha 2004, 111; for a similar argument, see Donais 2009).
Certainly the possibility of external agencies enabling the creation of a lasting peace when they come in to mediate on behalf of conflicting parties should
not be denied. But the local meanings (and processes of appropriation) of public rituals – whether traditions recently invented or not – that ngos help to
facilitate with the intention to promote reconciliation require further investigation to be fully understood. It is possible that ngos that focus on the Poro
rather than the Sande may unknowingly support an ongoing backlash at evolving contestations of male prerogatives emerging from changes in gender identities as a result of both the war and of external intervention (Fuest 2008b,
2009). The ceremonies funded by the lcip in Lofa County were in part conducted in spiritual sites that excluded women.
As Archibald (2005) reported, the requirement set by another ingo to establish ‘peace committees’ omitted the participation of village and clan chiefs.
Communities – or rather their leaders – complied with the conditionalities of
the ingo in the hope of eventual benefits, in a manner paralleling the implementation of so-called hardware projects (infrastructure projects), which
invariably require the constitution of committees to mobilise the community’s
contribution to the structure or technology provided and to warrant their sustainable management. Ignoring the new committees, the communities continued to resolve local conflicts in their own way, invariably with the involvement
of chiefs, either individually or as members of the councils of elders. Archibald
observed that “the various ‘peace committees’, as parallel, imposed structures
lack legitimacy, and usually fall into disuse when the ingo’s presence ends”
(Archibald 2005, 26).
I would like to draw attention to another issue which may arise in the context of community health service programmes that promote ‘traditional birth
attendants’ (tbas). According to Richards et al. (2005) it has been assumed that
the conflict had an impact on the work of traditional birth attendants in
villages, because Sande has some dependence on village-based premises due
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to its control over reproductive knowledge. With the best of intentions, the
ingo Médecins du Monde and other ngos have embarked on the construction
of houses for traditional midwives, in combination with their training as tbas.
Traditionally, as high-ranking members of the Sande, midwives have been
entitled to raise fees and labour services, based on claims to command esoteric
skills and knowledge enabling them to control girls’ fertility and health
(Bledsoe 1984).
Medical malpractices by traditional midwives were condemned by many
Western(-trained) medical personnel in the years before the war. These
involved not only the use of unsterile instruments, but also harmful practices
in difficult deliveries as well as psychological terror by forcing confessions from
women about suspected lovers.49 Comprehensive training programmes for
tbas were designed to address these problems by introducing hygienic and
other procedures more in line with Western medicine – also to prevent the
most detrimental effects of clitoridectomy (severe infections that could even
result in death). There is a need to explore whether tbas, like Sande leaders,
maintain or establish their superior – and profitable – positions by construing
themselves as experts commanding exclusive knowledge in birth attendance.
Reportedly, they may keep patients in their houses and not send them to
the clinic even when their medical expertise is exhausted.50 In instances where
the patient is sent to the clinic too late (and the mother or her baby dies), the
tbas insist that it is the fault of the clinic personnel. Training by ngos may
result in boosting midwives’ claims to esoteric control over reproductive
knowledge, and control of a house for deliveries constructed by an ngo
may provide additional legitimacy to raise fees for birth attendance. By an
instance of informed speculation, those ngo interventions may unwittingly
enhance opportunities of abuse for this craft, while I certainly do not want to
deny that there must be many competent and conscientious midwives in
Liberia.
Where the Sande society is strengthened, ngos contribute to revival of
the contested practice of girls’ circumcision (fgm). Not only international
agencies but also Monrovia-based women’s organisations consider the Sande
49

50

This practice was inspired by the traditional institution of ‘women damage’, whereby husbands were entitled to demand compensation in cash, labour or kind from their wives’
lovers. Midwives could be asked by a jealous husband – or connive with him – to blackmail the wife into confessing her lover(s) during labour by threatening to withhold their
mystical powers of birth attendance. If successful, the midwife would then participate in
the benefit accruing from the due compensation.
Interview with a medical anthropologist, Gbarnga, August 2005.
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harmful and are critical of any interventions – such as building of houses for
zoes – that contribute to stabilising their position.
Conclusion
In Liberia, the pitfalls in the work of both local and international ngos seem to
be an outcome of a combination of the liberal peace approach involving social
(re-)engineering and blueprint procedures of representation and participation, and of reductionist conceptions of local socio-political complexities
inherent in the approach of communitarian ownership, where a commonality
of purpose among a set of local actors is often wrongly assumed (Donais 2009).
This combination, it seems, has been transferred from ‘normal’ contexts of
development aid to situations of peace-building in post-war countries. Much
of the work of ngos seems to be subject to paradoxical demands and
approaches; operating under the usual resource constraints of all project work,
they are caught halfway between a ‘top-down’, liberal peace approach and a
(naive) ‘bottom-up’ approach of local ownership. The findings presented illustrate that patterns of international intervention, even if ‘translated’ to some
extent by local ngo actors into social realities, may emphasise or even trigger
conflict at the local level, thwarting the intentions of their official missions.
ngo workshops furnish various resources that are appropriated and used in
multiple ways. Informed by standard models of inclusive procedures, ngos
may impose categories of workshop participants that include perceived subordinate groups in peace-building events but overlook certain minorities. Thus,
standardised procedures of recruitment of workshop participants result in the
exclusion from workshop benefits of an important ethnic minority – an outcome that may ultimately be counterproductive to the project of reconciling
ethnic conflict parties. These standardised procedures also result in the inclusion of youths in reconciliation events where the discussion of critical topics
should be reserved for elders in order that those topics are effectively processed in that particular cultural context.
Within the framework of the local-ownership approach, traditional institutions are supported by some international ngos, and by the Liberian government for that matter. The systematic inclusion in peace-building events and
even direct support of ‘traditional authorities’ – in particular leaders of
the gendered secret societies Poro and Sande – as perceived ‘building blocks’
in local processes of reconciliation and reintegration, contributes to the reinvigoration of traditional institutions, the legitimacy of which has been widely
contested in Liberian society in recent years. The leaders of the secret societies
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are riding on the ticket of the international ideology that regards traditional
institutions as important factors in processes of reconciliation and reintegration. In this way, secret society leaders may be regaining power at a faster rate
than they would otherwise have done. This kind of intervention raises questions not only pertaining to human rights – in particular to initiation rituals
involving female genital mutilation – but also to taking sides in current debates
of (re-emerging) gerontocratic leadership. Agencies with a narrow, functionalist perception of the virtues of traditional rulers may unwittingly be supporting the reconstitution of an oppressive system.
The cases presented here illustrate the complexities of ethnic, gender or
generational interests and conflicts in local fields of intervention and provide
yet another set of evidence for the unpredictable outcomes of any intervention
in local contexts. Further ethnographic research is needed,51 to explore whether
and how the allocation of project resources to traditional leaders results in
thwarting efforts of (previously) subordinate youth and women to assert
emerging or novel identities as decision-takers and thus triggers or emphasises
new types of conflicts. New economic opportunities that opened up to young
people and women in the course of the war and its aftermath have given rise to
claims for power that are in turn fuelled by international rights discourses
and by other flows of resources from the fountain of post-war participatory
interventions – travelling models abound in Liberia. Further attention may also
be drawn to the question of how international and national discourses of transparency are translated into local power arenas, e.g. in the context of decentralisation policies, particularly where comprehensive secret cults and strong
mechanisms of socio-political exclusion have been deeply rooted in tradition.
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Chapter 3

Does Rationality Travel?

Translating a World Bank Model for Fair Oil Revenue Distribution in
Chad
Remadji Hoinathy and Andrea Behrends
When there was Oil…

This chapter takes up the example of a highly acclaimed, internationally
devised model to promote development in a newly oil-exporting African country. International and Chadian observers have declared the Chadian model to
be a spectacular failure (see, for instance, Coll 2012; Miankéol 2010; Reyna 2007;
Gary and Reich 2004; Frank and Guesnet 2010; Pegg 2009; Ross 2012). Here, we
trace its unfolding in two terrains: first, that of the Chadian government, and,
second, that of the population in the oil production zone. Going beyond assessments of success or failure we show that by applying the perspective of translation, the model can be shown to have had (and continues to have) some
surprising results. But let us begin with the oil production zone itself.
The first thing the people in the southern Chadian region of Doba noticed
in relation to the discovery of oil was that land acquired a new meaning and
value. Although a “modern system” of land tenure had existed from shortly
after the country’s independence in 1960, rural land was still largely governed
by customary law.1 Under customary law, land is distributed between the lineages that constitute the village. In turn, the head of the lineage redistributes
it within the families, under the control of traditional leaders such as village or
cantonal chiefs. Hoinathy (2013) has observed that the spatial partition of land
was threefold: (1) inhabited zones such as villages and towns with their gardens, palaver trees and markets; (2) fields surrounding villages and towns; and
(3) the “bush,” which has been both hunting ground and the place for sacred
sites and initiation rites. When oil exploration and the first major construction
related to the oil industry began in the late 1990s, the modern system was
1 The land tenure system within the oil region of southern Chad and the changes brought
about by oil production are a prominent theme in Remadji Hoinathy’s PhD thesis (2012).
Andrea Behrends and Remadji Hoinathy are grateful to the Max Planck Institute for Social
Anthropology, the Volkswagen Foundation and the German Research Foundation (DFG) for
generous funding of our respective research projects on which this contribution is based.
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introduced immediately within the area by declaring that all unregistered land
first belonged to the state. “Unregistered” means land for which people could
not deliver proof of official registration or at least prove five years of continued
usage. Without such proof, the land fell into the hands of the state and left the
rural population with the right of usufruct, which means that they could harvest and benefit from the land, but the right of ownership or distribution was
no longer in their own hands.
The introduction of the new order of land use imposed on the oil-extraction
region was followed by a construction phase that resulted in what Magrin
(2005) perceived as a “densité impressionante” – an impressing density of oil
wells, roads, airstrips, electricity centres, pumping stations and underground
pipelines with surface electricity where “curiously, an in-between agriculture
continues to be maintained” (Magrin 2005, 8). This “curiosity” of in-between
agriculture was intended. Instead of having to pay villagers large sums of compensation for an overall resettlement of villages, farms and all related infrastructure, the international oil companies – in an elaborately developed
scheme of prices and payment modalities – compensated the farmers for relatively small single patches of land: an occasional tree, a house that needed to
be rebuilt, or part of a field. The intention was thus that living, farming, herding or trading should continue just as before, coexisting with oil extraction
(Behrends, Hoinathy, and Schareika, forthcoming).
As a result, however, and with the continued extension of oil production,
formerly individual or community-managed fields have been increasingly fragmented by oil-related construction. While farmland gets smaller and smaller,
the oil-related facilities or “large technical systems” (Behrends, Hoinathy, and
Schareika, forthcoming) are becoming increasingly impressive. Cutting a corridor about 100 m in width, the principal pipeline runs 1070 km from the oil
production final treatment centre in the village of Komé through the southern
savannah of Chad, the northern mountain ranges of Cameroon, and the tropical rainforest in the south of the country to the Atlantic port of Kribi
from where the oil is shipped.2 Between 600 and 1000 wells3 are linked to this
pipeline with a range of secondary pumps and, closer to the final treatment
centre in Komé 5 (Esso’s oil base in Chad), with a dense net of secondary
pipelines. Each secondary pipeline requires a corridor of approximately 10 m,
2 With a total cost of us$3.7 billion the construction of this pipeline was, at the time, the largest single sector investment in sub-Saharan Africa (Gary and Karl 2003).
3 Hoinathy reports considerable disagreement concerning the exact number of wells
(Hoinathy 2012, 94). Furthermore, Esso (the European name of ExxonMobil, also used in
Chad) continuously developes new oil wells within the country’s southern oil region.
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which cuts through bush, farming land, and villages, necessitating the felling
of trees and the destruction of a number of public or private buildings. A road
network was built that connects the different extraction infrastructures and
the treatment centre. Esso-Chad’s main base also has the company’s
principal electric power station, which runs four 30 MW gas-operated turbines.
High voltage cables, power pylons and transformers are visible throughout
the zone, and while the oil facilities are all illuminated, the surrounding villages remain without electricity. The farmers complain that their fields yield
less than before oil was produced. When asked what they have gained from oil,
the villagers have an almost universal answer: “Nothing.”
In this chapter we look at the various translations of the much-debated revenue-sharing model developed principally by the World Bank. We argue that
its aims of preventing oil production from becoming a source of conflict in
Chad and of distributing oil gains equitably for the benefit of the population
may have worked as an idea in the Washington-based institution where the
model was developed. It also worked, although differently than was planned,
for the Chadian government. For the rural population, who (amongst others)
were meant to benefit from the model, it has failed to bring about the promised development and infrastructural improvement. Scott Pegg, a Western
observer of the scheme, attributes the “failure” of the model to its complexity,
which overburdened Chadian “institutional development” (2009, 318). While
we agree with Pegg’s institutional argument, we would underline that travelling models, as understood in this volume, never travel with the rationality of
the institutional environment in which they have been created. Thus, the explanation given by Pegg would be self-evident: of course the model would have
unfolded in a very different institutional environment once it was introduced
and implemented in Chad. A new translation would happen no matter how far
“developed” an institutional environment was. In this chapter we thus want to
follow the model’s deployment in Chad, tracing its effects both at the governmental level and within the oil-production zone. We conclude that while the
model has been abandoned by the World Bank and in large parts also by the
Chadian state, it continues to be of importance within the regional and local
levels of non-governmental and internationally funded activism, particularly
within the southern Chadian oil zone where Esso continues to produce oil.
Creating Oil’s Image
Well before the extensive oil infrastructure proliferated in the rural landscape
of southern Chad, and well before the World Bank’s oil model was put into
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practice, the oil zone’s inhabitants were confronted with two official lines of
information in relation to the coming of oil. One was delivered to them by an
anthropologist employed by Esso-Chad, the late Helen Brown, who spoke the
local language and was well-versed in local value systems and customs (Frank
2011). She travelled through the villages and told people about the advantages
of, and safety measures associated with, the oil project, and informed them
about compensation payments for land loss and their right to resettle in
another place, soon to be built, if their house should fall victim to the coming
construction work of the oil zone. She also spoke at length about the infrastructure that would be built (roads, schools and hospitals).4 The second line
of information had quite the opposite message. It originated from Chadian
non-governmental organisations and international activist groups who
endeavoured to delay oil production in Chad or tried to mitigate some of the
conflict and environmental damage seen in previous experiences with the
black substance (Petry and Bambé 2005). Their intensive lobbying work funded
by international development agencies and church organisations such as Brot
für die Welt, Misereor, and the Catholic Relief Service, contributed significantly
to the development of the model for fair oil-revenue sharing and distribution,
framed and finally assembled by World Bank experts. The model gained prominence because it became the precondition for a World Bank–sanctioned loan
and for all foreign investments into the pipeline project. The model was to have
two outcomes. The first and most obvious was to render oil operations in Chad
financially possible even though the country presented a rather dubious portfolio characterised by continuing war, violence and rebellion. The second
intended outcome, which garnered the World Bank much international praise,
was to prevent the negative effects of oil production which have come to be
known as the “resource curse.” The resource curse is an idea developed by
economists who wanted to explain why more wealth did not automatically
lead to more development and to the alleviation of poverty in some countries.
Conflict over the distribution of resource revenues is one major element of this
curse; others are prolonged authoritarian regimes, economic decline in nonoil sectors, and an increase in repressive security measures and arms spending
on the part of ruling governments (Auty 1993; Karl 1997; Weszkalnys 2009, 2011).
“Most of those who write about the question of the ‘oil curse’,” Tim Mitchell
writes in his study on how oil has historically influenced global notions of
democracy, “have little to say about the nature of oil and how it is produced,
4 Regarding compensation, see the Environmental Management Plan of Esso-Chad (http://
www.esso.com/Chad-English/PA/Newsroom/TD_Update_32.aspx). In particular: http://
www.esso.com/Chad-English/PA/Files/32_ch07.pdf (last access June 22, 2013).
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distributed and used. They discuss not the oil, but the oil money – the income
that accrues after the petroleum is converted into government revenue and
private wealth.” He goes on to argue that “[these studies] treat the oil curse as
an affliction only of the governments that depend on its income, not of the
processes by which a wider world obtains the energy that drives its material
and technical life” (Mitchell 2011, 1–2). We agree with Mitchell that studies
employing the notion of the resource curse in relation to economic decline or
social conflict focus mainly on the negative impacts “oil revenues” have on
the governance processes in oil rich but otherwise poor countries. In trac
ing the effects of oil in Chad, we have two observations to contribute to
Mitchell’s argument. The first point is that it is not enough to go beyond the
national governance and economy-oriented implications of oil into “the wider
world”; in line with recent anthropological and geographical studies on oil,
we will simultaneously examine the “smaller world,” the micro-level of those
affected by the material and immaterial consequences of oil (Behrends, Reyna,
and Schlee 2011; Gledhill 2008; Watts 2008). The second point connects to
Mitchell’s claim that oil-related studies about the resource curse focus mainly
on the money generated by oil and not so much the material itself. Here, we
would say that it is neither the money we focus on, nor the effects of oil’s
material qualities, but the ideas it generates translating the substance into the
highest hopes and worst fears, or in short, into the significations connected to
oil wealth.
This promise is transported, seemingly at lighting speed, by rumours, information programmes such as the ones described above, or the actual experiences of those who had been in contact with oil production and its effects
before (such as migrant workers, security personnel and legal activists). As
such, significations are capable of changing everyday practices and institutions –
or the social order – within and beyond a (future) oil zone (Behrends 2008;
Behrends and Schareika 2010). Thus, the particular information or notions concerning oil’s qualities provide a link – as Mitchell claims – to the larger machinery of transnational processes, an interactive, multi-level and dynamic field
aptly described by Watts as the “oil complex” (Watts 2008). In other words, it is
the different significations attributed to it and the stuff that inspires these significations which inform our analysis of the oil model’s effects in Chad.
Translating the World Bank’s Oil Model: The Chadian Government
Today, with an estimated 1.5 billion barrels of proven reserves, Chad is one of
the smaller oil-producing countries in Africa. In 2011 the country produced
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121,000 barrels of oil per day, which is 44.2 million barrels per year. Since Doba
crude is of slightly lower quality, the oil is sold slightly below the market price.
Nonetheless, revenues in 2011 amounted to more than us$2 billion not including tax revenues from oil exports, which generate even more than the direct
incomes from oil. The American-based ExxonMobil has continued to operate
since 2003. Furthermore, China has taken up the role of producing oil in new
areas, with a stronger focus, so far, on domestic production, refining and consumption of the oil (Magrin et al. 2011), with some also being exported via the
Doba pipeline. In June 2013, new oil fields were officially inaugurated in Badila
in the south (close to Doba). These are operated through the Doba pipeline by
the Canadian firm Griffiths Energy.
Since 2008, the Chadian government has been spending oil money on a series
of white elephant projects such as large public squares, roundabouts, (as yet
unused) market halls, and soccer stadiums. The costs of all of these far exceeded
original estimates, suggesting that large-scale fraud and corruption have played
a part in the construction plans. Such forms of public investment have come to
constitute the main means of recycling and redistributing the oil rents within
the client networks that surround the country’s high-level decision-makers,
who own most of the companies implicated in these spending projects.
What has happened to the original World Bank and civil-society organisations’ aims of rendering the Chadian state more transparent and democratic
by adopting the model for oil-revenue management? At the governmental
level, a crucial stage for the model was its translation into binding legislation.
The “revenue management law” was first passed by the Chadian government
as Law 001 in 1998. Using a complex legal framework, it designated 10% of revenues to go into a London-based escrow account to be used for future generations. Of the remaining 90%, 15% was intended for direct use within the
Chadian government; 5% was to be dedicated directly to the development of
the oil-producing area; while the remaining 80% was supposed to cater for
poverty alleviation – notably the development of educational and healthrelated infrastructure and economic planning. Two supervising and consulting
groups of experts, one inside Chad and one set up by the World Bank, were to
provide regular reports on the revenue distribution process, and provide the
Chadian government and the World Bank with their analyses and support.
Inside Chad, the Chadian Oil Revenues Control and Monitoring Board (Collège
de Contrôle et de Surveillance des Ressources Pétrolières – CCSRP) was responsible for authorising and monitoring disbursements of oil money for development projects. Also involved was the International Advisory Group (IAG),
which wrote regular reports and was composed of international experts from
various fields.
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The law was passed and the Chadian government at first seemed to diligently
follow the World Bank directives. This was until the pipeline was constructed
and oil production started in July 2003. The first hint that the Chadian government might be pursuing different intentions came when the Chadian president, Idriss Déby, received a signing bonus of us$25 million. The “spirit” of the
revenue management law, as Jane Guyer – one of the IAG’s experts – later
recalled, was already seriously infringed when the president “caused consternation all round when 15 million Dollar were allocated by the government outside
of budget processes, 4.5 million Dollar of it for military purposes” (2002, 112).
The government’s use of the first monetary allocation from oil production was
later defined as a clear indicator for the model’s subsequent “failure.” Instead of
showing goodwill and investing the money into a “development”-related measure, the president decided to invest in “security.” This highlights our observation in the introduction to this volume that “rationalities do not travel, but
models do.” That is, the Chadian president’s rationality was different from the
rationality inscribed into the model and lay instead in using oil and oil revenues
to first maintain his power apparatus. He thus boosted his security apparatus
and military strength to protect himself against any desires harboured among
his followers to replace him. This logic is perhaps understandable when looking
at Chad’s history over the past 50 years since independence, in which changes
in government have happened exclusively as a result of military coups. While
the Chadian government had accepted the World Bank’s oil-revenue distribution scheme, apparently sharing its vision for how the model would work, it was
very reluctant to implement the measures laid out in the World Bank’s model.
Supervisory boards that were supposed to make money flows transparent were
denied access to the actual financial transactions; and the 5% for oil-zone
development was distributed within the client networks that surround the
country’s high-level decision-makers and within the circle close to the presidency, only a small proportion reaching its intended destination.
The president’s rationality resonates in the number of coup attempts following his decision to single-handedly change the constitution in 2005 to
indefinitely extend his term of office (and thus remain a principal recipient of
oil revenues). After a short time, a significant number of men from within the
ruling elite launched a rebellion. Deserting from the Chadian army, most of
them joined rebel movements in the country’s easternmost region, on the border with Sudan, where the Darfur War had led to high levels of violence and
population displacement for a number of years (Behrends 2008; Marchal 2006;
Tubiana 2008). With his changes to the constitution, Déby had not only dashed
his relatives’ hopes of following him into office, but had also made it clear that
he could now do without them and rely instead on his own security apparatus
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financed by oil money. In the wake of the desertions, Déby did not hesitate to
also seize the money intended for future generations as he continued to
expand his internal security apparatus.
To make this possible, the Chadian part of the model – Law 001 – was changed
significantly.5 This had a number of economic repercussions. In the original calculation, the Chadian government was to receive us$5 billion to us$6 billion in
oil revenues over a 25-year period. However, due to the changes in the oil deal,
actual revenues have turned out to be much higher. In January 2006 the Chadian
parliament approved Law 002 which provided for the abandonment of the Future
Generations Fund – one of the central elements of the original model. Priority
spending was extended to now include security, justice and territorial administration – a move that directly translates into a justification to spend oil money on
countering the rebellion in eastern Chad. Furthermore, the influence of the
supervising bodies was significantly restricted. Djerandi (2009) maintains that:
the new law has curtailed the powers of the Collège. In fact, Law No. 001
enabled the Collège to control the direct and indirect income in accordance with the effective laws concerning public accounting. Law No. 002
of 2006 concerns only direct resources comprising royalty and dividends
to be controlled by the Collège. In late 2007, the Collège noted that taxes
and tax on the sale of Chadian oil represented 800 to 900 billion Francs
cfa against 102 billion Francs cfa of direct revenues consisting of royalties and dividends. This means that the taxes paid by oil companies,
which are beyond the control of Collège, have become more important
than direct oil revenues.
16f6
Western Observations
To Western observers, the oil model has failed. Intended to guarantee development and thereby prevent conflict and promote democratic structures, none
of the precautions surrounding oil production has rendered the situation in
5 The government’s legal ability to change the law, the centrepiece of the original oil model,
without consulting international bodies, was a further aspect of the model’s faulty design
leading to its presumed failure in the eyes of international observers.
6 CFA800 billion Franc cfa equates to about us$1.6 billion; cfa 102 billion Francs cfa are only
us$200 million. Djerandi’s observations are supported by Priest Dathol Antoine Berilengar, a
former member of the College de Contrôle et de Surveillance des Ressources Pétrolières, in
an interview in N’Djamena, 18 June 2007.
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the already volatile country any more stable. In fact, conflict has increased.
Although the rebellion in eastern Chad ended in February 2008 after the president managed to repel a five-day assault on the Chadian capital with the help
of international troops (mainly from the Central African Republic, Burkina
Faso and France), the situation today only appears stable on the surface. While
those close to the government rule with impunity and corruption, the country
remains one of the poorest in the world. As a result of the internal rebellion
and the war in neighbouring Darfur more than 300,000 refugees and internally
displaced people still live in refugee camps and depend on international
humanitarian aid. The lack of educational facilities, particularly in the country’s northern and eastern parts, and extremely sparse medical care stand in
contrast to the proud declaration of turning Chad into “the showcase of Africa”
as President Déby has repeatedly claimed.
In its original conceptualisation, however, the World Bank model has raised
expectations for future endeavours, offering the possibility of opening up business in other politically and economically unstable countries that have hitherto been considered to offer poor prospects for Western investment. Jane
Guyer, a member of the World Bank’s International Advisory Group (iag) to
Chad notes that in linking one of the richest corporations, the American-based
oil company ExxonMobil,7 to one of the poorest and, in the past, least stable
countries, Chad, the World Bank model was considered “a test case for the viability of a new kind of private–public collaboration for development” (2002,
115). More than a decade after oil production began in Chad, however, the
World Bank has withdrawn from the Chadian oil project.8 Regarding this move
as a sign of failure, most analysts come to the conclusion that the main flaws
and setbacks were inherent in the model itself.9 They criticise it for not having
7 ExxonMobil or Esso, as it is called in Chad, is the main international corporation of the consortium with Malaysian Petronas and Chevron that had started to produce oil in southern
Chad. More recently, the Chinese National Petroleum Corporation (cnpc) has started to construct wells further to the north of this original oil region in the Bongor Basin, with one pipeline leading to a national refinery (in Djermaya, just north of N’Djamena) and one, still in the
planning phase, which will lead to the principal pipeline carrying oil to Port Kribi.
8 For further explanation see a briefing by the Bank Information Centre at http://www
.bicusa.org/en/Article.3892.aspx (last accessed 5 April, 2012).
9 Accounts of the model’s implementation already in 2005 highlighted the slow process of an
institutional set-up in Chad backing Law 001 as compared to the fast instalment of all production-based measures (Pegg 2005), the government’s bypassing of central contractual
agreements (Petry and Bambé 2005), its practice of deviating revenues despite the new law’s
poverty alleviation scheme, and contradictory relations between the main implementing
actors of the model (Reyna 2007; Coll 2012).
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provided for close follow-up and the enforcement of institutional capacitybuilding and transparency measures, which consequently have been neglected
in favour of exports and revenue generation. Pegg, as early as 2005, came to the
conclusion that the model is likely “to be a unique one-off event determined by
a particular set of historical circumstances that no longer hold” (2005, 22).
Essentially, he denied the model the potential to travel any further due to
“increased global demands for oil” that go together with ever tighter supplies
and higher prices that induce oil companies to “shoulder the risk of investing
in unstable African countries without feeling as great a need to shelter under
the protective umbrella of World Bank approval” (ibid.). He concluded that
even though the Chad oil production and pipeline project has a model character, “it is not one that will be replicated any time soon” (ibid.). Indeed, the
World Bank has given up bilateral negotiations such as the one described here
for the Chadian revenue management law and instead approaches new ventures under the conventions of the Extractive Industries Transparency
Initiative (eiti). The Chadian government has applied for candidacy to the
eiti in 2007 and accessed candidacy status in 2010. Up to now the Chadian
government has published five reports but its validation has yet to be obtained,
not yet meeting all of eiti’s requirements.
Translating the World Bank Model: The Oil Region’s Population
and Activists
Declaring the model a failure seems intuitively right, since its principal aims –
preventing conflict and channelling oil money into development – have obviously not been achieved. When looking at the model’s translation at the
governmental level, however, the president and his ruling clique were able to
profit from at least one of the model’s inherent aims – namely rendering the
oil project financially viable. Although the World Bank withdrew from the
project, investments into Chadian oil are still profitable for all sides. Oil production is being developed as a result of closer direct co-operation between
the main oil companies and the Chadian government (Coll 2012). When considering the fundamental changes to land use and access to investments on the
local level in the southern Chadian oil-producing zone, the image of a profiteering state is, however, quickly dissipated. Because the World Bank model
left all development-related matters in the hands of the government, the
southern Chadian population had no opportunity to actively influence the oilrevenue spending, not even the distribution of the 5% funds for development
within the oil region. From the beginning, the “Committee 5%” functioned in
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much the same way that all institutions function in Chad – decisions about
personnel and working conditions came under the president’s direct control
and could be changed or altered at his whim. Consequently much of the money
flowed into the pockets of the president’s close kin and client network, with
very little reaching the population originally targeted.10 But it did nonetheless
trigger imaginations and did have a number of unintended consequences – to
the point where we can conclude that the model has indeed been translated
and institutionalised within the Chadian oil zone, but certainly not in the way
intended by those who formulated it.
The model is still used today by ExxonMobil to claim the company’s engagement with corporate responsibility and “fairness.” At the same time some of
the aspects of the model still constitute the basis for civil-society activity and
the claims of local people for greater rights, and increased transparency concerning oil operations, even with respect to Chinese operations in other
Chadian oil zones such as Koudalwa or Djermaya. Thus the spirit of the model
keeps inspiring representations and social practices even some distance from
Doba.
For the people living within the oil area, expectations had been particularly
high, mostly due to the two-tiered information campaigns in connection with
compensation programmes described above. The so-called sensibilisation by
Esso’s employee Helen Brown and by various NGOs and civil-society groups
had both raised hopes for better living conditions and prompted anxieties
about being left out of the revenue distribution programme. The expectations,
however, have never really been met. There has neither been an increase in
work opportunities nor an improvement in social infrastructure such as
schools, health centres or hospitals, or business opportunities. Except for a
brief phase during the main pipeline construction from 2001 to 2003, when
men from the local population found temporary work, the rural population
has continued focusing all productive activities on agriculture and pastoralism. Now, however, the land – as described earlier – has been split into eversmaller pieces, a process that has led to an “over-occupation” as Hoinathy
observes, with the oil-industry’s infrastructure, with farming and herding all
taking place within the same limited and fragmented space (2012, 97ff). The
iag has highlighted the effects this has had, noting for example that the
approximately 800 oil wells of the Kome-Bolobo-Miandoum fields far exceed
the 287 wells in the initial governmental environmental management plan.
This densification produces an effect on land and on farmers not originally
10

For a more detailed account of this money’s effects see Hoinathy (2012) and Behrends,
Hoinathy, and Schareika (forthcoming).
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foreseen (iag 2009, 14). Yields have declined due to the increasing difficulty of
practising extensive farming and cattle breeding in such a context, as well as a
decrease in soil quality with the most fertile soils having been dug over during
the construction phase.
Uncertainty has come to dominate the lives of the people living within the
southern Chadian oil zone. Conflict between neighbours over land has
increased, food prices have gone up, and a general trend towards monetisation and the individualisation of property has been observed. Much of the
income acquired during the oil industry’s construction phase has not been
invested in future food and socio-economic security, but was spent conspicuously on prestige items such as bride wealth, motorcycles, cellular telephones,
televisions, or disappeared into the “heavy drinking culture” (Bryceson 2002,
269–270).
Tensions are thus high, and anger at the absence of government support
despite the oil money gives rise to other, highly contentious translations of the
revenue management model. Within the oil zone there are two principal
sets of expectations with regard to the oil. First, the expectations of farmers,
small entrepreneurs and cotton workers who have lived in the region for most
or all of their lives and now have to cope with existential changes. Many of this
group’s members had to change their way of life fundamentally, shifting from
agricultural production or herding for their own consumption and for trade, to
living in the hope of being fortunate enough to receive compensation for
land the oil companies want to drill. They were the intended recipients of the
5% of oil revenue. But not only did they receive hardly anything in return for
their land; the region’s economic base has also been severely jeopardised since
the government stopped subsidising cotton production, formerly Chad’s
main export, while harvests and soil fertility have declined sharply, leading
to the stagnation, if not decline, of agrarian development (Magrin 2001).
The second group in the area with expectations about oil revenues is a
group of mainly young migrants who were attracted to the region by the oil.
Arriving at the beginning of the oil boom in 2001, when workers were needed
to build roads, oil wells and pipelines, young men and women came from
throughout Chad, Cameroon, the Central African Republic and Nigeria.
Spontaneous settlements with bars, brothels and shops mushroomed around
the oil sites. Now, however, these young migrants wait angrily to be offered
even an occasional low-paid job. The few months they had earned good wages
and could celebrate in the local towns were a promise of a better life, but one
which now seems to have vanished.
It is to these groups that the World Bank model promised most with regard
to inclusion into national and international development programmes and in
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changes in power relations in regional administration. Unsurprisingly, many
advocates for the southern Chadian population – mainly civil-society groups
such as Groupe de Recherches Alternatives sur le Projet Pétrole TchadCameroun (gramp/tc), Commission Permanente Pétrole Logone (cppl),
Commission Permanente Pétrole Nationale (cppn) and Réseau de Suivi des
Activités Liées au Pétrole au Moyen Chari (resap) – adhere closely to the World
Bank model and its inherent intentions. However, these actors seem also to be
the least powerful in the Chadian setting, which goes to explain their almost
negligible impact on government decisions.
Instead of relating the perceived failure of the Chadian oil model to flaws
inherent in the model’s original formulation, or to any particular actor in the
process of its translation, we link the observed divergences to the fact that
within Chad, oil has only very marginally contributed to an increase in spending for development, health and education. Instead, from the very outset it
was regarded as a factor that would enable its main beneficiaries (the president and his close circle) to focus on an area that was not part of the original
framework – the president’s security apparatus – and thus reflected a very different set of rationalities to the World Bank. In the southern Chadian oil region
the model coincided with the large-scale oil-related changes in local administration and the fragmentation of agricultural land. Here, the model was translated into expectations of cash flow, employment and development that have
caused a move away from agriculture or herding (see Behrends, Hoinathy, and
Schareika, forthcoming). Today only a handful of ngos and civil-society organisations still adhere to the model’s basic principles of revenue-sharing by continuing to fight for more compensation or investment in social infrastructure,
but to little avail. One could thus argue that the rationality of oil-related development that underpinned the model’s conceptualisation has remained in
Washington dc. It has been formalised as a package of laws and regulations
that have travelled and, upon arrival in Chad, met with another rationality
that did not correspond to the model’s inherent assumptions.
Conclusion
It is evident that oil in Chad has not led to democracy, development, and the
chance of overall economic prosperity that were the promise of the model for
development-oriented revenue-sharing and distribution proposed by the
World Bank. Instead of describing the model’s failure, as has frequently been
done, we argue that looking at actors and the way they translate the model
opens a perspective on how significations are triggered, and how they, in turn,
influence new practice. This chapter shows that translations are no one-off
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affairs. Each change brought about as the outcome of one translation is soon
reconfigured into another one. What at first looks like one process may turn
out to be a combination of processes with actors variously engaged in contributing to different flows. The gains to be expected from our approach lie in a
different understanding of the world’s connectedness: it takes on the question
of why a certain measure will produce results quite different from what was
intended or even expected. It also considers how translations occur in all directions. As a result of its experiences in Chad, World Bank experts have given up
the strategy of imposing a complex set of measures, such as promoting the
enactment of legislation such as the revenue management legislation, and
instead adhere to the British eiti model. Thus, another form of adaptation and
translation can be observed. Working with “translation” and “travelling models” might not help in preventing unintended consequences of (conflict) interventions; rather it contributes to assessing the processes involved in global
exchange and transformation.
We want to underline that a process of translation always connects those
actively participating in the translation, joining their hopes and aspirations as
well as fears. The vision of future prosperity that was brought forth at the outset of the Chadian oil exploration has, thus, formed an effective part of the way
the World Bank’s oil model was later translated and received. In this way, the
oil not only became part of particular significations. More than 10 years of
exploitation also caused changes in the southern Chadian villages and the conceptions of an oil reality and its relation to the oil model developed by the
World Bank and its partners. Instead of speaking of failure, Chad is just another
example of an interventionist model’s translation that confronted the rationalities of the place where it has been put into practice. But there is no doubt
that the model has travelled.
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Chapter 4

Conflicts as Disasters

Translations of Violent Conflict in Post-apartheid South Africa?
Lydie Cabane1
Introduction

Throughout the 1980s and until the early 1990s, thousands of Mozambicans
fled the civil war raging in their country for South Africa. The apartheid regime
of South Africa reacted by forcefully and violently repatriating the Mozambican
refugees as ‘illegal aliens’ (Wa Kabwe-Segatti 2002). This militarised and politicised response to the population displacement that resulted from violent conflict was symptomatic of the politics of state violence under apartheid. Fifteen
years later, in May 2008, when xenophobic violence was ignited throughout
South Africa, the post-apartheid government provided humanitarian assistance and set up temporary refugee camps to offer some protection to the
thousands of displaced victims (Igglesden, Polzer, and Monson 2009). In brief,
it came to manage a ‘disaster’, instead of responding with ‘arms’ to this violent
conflict. As a new democracy, South Africa had experienced a range of institutional transformations over the preceding few years, but this did not necessarily entail institutions involved in such emergency situations. The nature of
conflict had also changed: from civil strife to daily violence and social protest
(Harris 2003), rooted in a contention about the politics of the state and continuous inequality and exclusion (Alexander 2010). The emergence of violent
conflict on a large scale thus posed a serious challenge to government and society in the new South Africa: who should deal with such situations, and what
should be done?
This chapter seeks to examine why the government managed this 2008 crisis
as a disaster, in particular by using tools and techniques of disaster management, which came to be the institution employed to protect the population
against disruptive events. It is puzzling that disaster management, which was
developed under apartheid to protect white South Africans from black ‘threats’,
would turn into a mechanism – though limited in many ways – to protect black
foreigners against the high level of xenophobia and racism in South Africa
1 The author wishes to thank the French Institute of South Africa for its financial, logistical and
intellectual support.
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(Wa Kabwe-Segatti 2008). Moreover disaster management is today mainly
concerned with providing relief and taking preventive measures against floods,
fires, and major accidents. In this chapter I suggest that the transformation of
both the institution and the situation it seeks to address took place in the context of a democratic transition, such that social disruption eventually came to
be seen as disaster. A double translation is at stake here: one in the institutions
dealing with the protection of civilians that led to the establishment of ‘disaster management’, and another translation in the object of this protection. This
is from a large-scale social conflict to a disaster, which raises questions about
the social and political implications of this translation.
In this regard, approaching disaster management as a ‘travelling model’ is
helpful for two reasons. On the one hand, disaster management is a global
model, promoted by various international organisations, institutionalised
and internationalised under the aegis of the United Nations since the 1990s.
Since then it has been supported and circulated widely within various networks of expertise and state agencies (Revet 2009). This model mainly consists in the rationalisation of the management of disasters within a policy
framework, as well as their prevention through the reduction of risks and
vulnerabilities (Revet 2010). The new South African state adopted this model
in the course of its democratisation process, which ultimately led to a redefinition of what constitutes a disaster and how disasters should be dealt with.
This poses an initial question: how were institutions of disaster management
in South Africa, originally designed to respond to internal conflict under
apartheid politics, transformed in the course of redefining disaster in the
semantics of democratisation processes, and by reshaping the notion of ‘protection of individuals from social disruption’ in respect to a global shift in
conceptualising disasters?
Looking at disaster management as a travelling model enables us to move
beyond a critique of the global governance of disasters as a terrain for the
expression of Western power (Duffield 2001). Instead the attention shifts to an
assessment of transformations on the ground, the global design of policies,
and how the translation of these policies into local institutions may alter the
understanding of concrete social conflicts. Following this theoretical stance,
I will argue that the redefinition of the disaster policy led to a translation of
conflict into disaster that paradoxically made it impossible to actually address
the conflict that is the political contention of the social disruption produced
by the violence and the displacement of population.
The chapter has two parts – the first considers how, in an attempt to depart
from the apartheid notion of conflict, disaster management was designed as a
new form of population protection after 1994; the second part looks at how
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conflict came to be seen as disaster in the case of xenophobic violence. The
chapter also examines the consequences of this social reordering: what does
it mean to frame such a complex situation as a disaster? What is made
visible or invisible by introducing a new frame? And what are the political
consequences?
From Conflict to Disaster: Transforming the Protection of Civilians
from Disruption
Under apartheid, the protection of civilians was a distinct political instrument
of the state, mainly orientated towards the defence of the ‘white’ population.
The democratic transition implied a transformation of this institution to
include the entire population and to change its scope from security in times of
conflict, to the protection of the public. The remaking of the policy happened
in parallel with a global shift that institutionalised and internationalised ‘disaster (risk) reduction’ policies, which promoted an understanding of disasters as
a preventable situation of disruption. In this respect this section seeks to
situate the modalities and the implications of the circulation of disaster (risk)
management models in relation with the policy changes in South Africa.
Before 1994, the protection of civilians from major events was the responsibility of Civil Defence, a civilian body under control of the military, located at
the local level.2 Although its origins can be traced back to the Second World
War, it was revitalised in 1977 with the Civil Protection Act as a response to the
intensification of conflict after the 1976 Soweto uprising. It sought to ensure
the coordination of local emergency services, such as ambulance, police and
army, and relied upon the mobilisation of ‘Civil Defence Organisations’, commando-like groups of volunteers. Its development during the 1980s was characterised by militarisation as it was part of the ‘National Security Management
System’ that controlled the whole country (Seegers 1991). Most members came
from the security sector and it was mainly led by the military. A related feature
was the politicisation of civil defence, as it was more concerned with fighting
‘terrorism’ (activities by organisations involved in the anti-apartheid struggle,
such as the African National Congress) than assisting victims of any sort of
disaster, which was provided by humanitarian organisations. One of the ‘old
2 Historical sources include Andre De Villiers Smit, “South African Civil Defence Organisations
and Administration with particular reference to the Cape Peninsula,” master’s thesis in
Public Administration, University of Cape Town, 1991; Jacob Van der Westhuizen, Management
Course in Civil Defence. Pretoria: University of South Africa, 1996.

conflicts as disasters

95

guys’ – that is a former member of the security sector – when asked about
disasters in the townships, explained that “it was their problem, they were on
their own. We didn’t deal with all those squatters.” Protection and the understanding of disasters were thus deeply embedded in armed defence, conflict,
and security issues in times of war. This brief historical account of civil defence
shows how this function of the apartheid state developed in close relation with
a political conflict which required the state to extend the protection of its citizens, and relied on a short-sighted vision of disaster as resulting from violent
attacks. Yet, an unintended consequence of this development was the professionalisation of civil defence and the growth of a state agency specialised in
handling disruptive situations.
In 1990, as times changed, the organisation was renamed ‘Civil Protection’ in
an initial attempt to move away from the military associations. Beyond the
state, several actors saw the necessity of rethinking disasters and extending the
protection of individuals under a possible democratic regime. As a severe
drought hit Southern Africa between 1992 and 1993 bringing millions to the
verge of a famine, the necessity of transforming civil defence to include natural disasters became apparent; particularly where they might have been preventable had a policy been in place to assess the risks. This rethinking would
include moving from the focus on security issues linked to conflict towards a
more developmental approach, taking into account the root causes of disasters and the vulnerability of people (Vogel 1998). This reorientation in conceptualising disasters was made possible by forums and associations that were set
up in the early 1990s to help govern the country in the interregnum between
the previous government that was losing its legitimacy and the new democratic government that was not yet in place. In particular, it enabled political
activists from the party that would lead the future government, the African
National Congress (ANC), to become acquainted with disaster management
experts and scientists.
Designing Disaster Management
In this section, I offer an analysis of the process of translating disaster management into the South African context, by asking how this specific knowledge
was introduced, and reshaped understandings of ‘disaster’. What did it meant
to introduce disaster management in the South African political institutions,
and in particular what kind of shift did it bring about in the management of
disasters? The travel of the model of disaster management captures the shaping as part of a policy mobility process, as Peck and Theodore argue (2010).
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In this respect, disaster management constitutes a field made up of ‘adaptive
connections’ between policy actors, experts, scientists and international
organisations, within which devices, norms, guidelines and knowledge
circulate that ultimately make up policies (Revet 2009). Drawing on these elaborations, this section will examine the interactions and the connections
between the democratic transition in South Africa and the global transformation that promotes disaster prevention through the management of risks and
vulnerabilities.
The Disaster Connection: Experts and Intermediary Political Actors
As Behrends, Park and Rottenburg underline in the introductory chapters, brokers play an important role in the translation of models as they facilitate the
introduction of new ideas in a local context, while at the same time facilitating
their local anchoring. In the field of disaster management, the main brokers
are experts and intermediary political actors who are at the core of the legislative process. The connection between these two worlds is precisely what
enabled the progressive transformation of civil protection and explains the
orientation towards disaster management. Looking at the trajectory of these
actors also gives an insight to the embodiment of disaster management: what
does disaster mean and for whom?
The entire legislative process was strongly influenced by the presence of
disaster experts and scientists who collaborated in putting together teams and
advisory panels. These experts were present from the first negotiations to provide ideas, state-of-the-art theories and international best practices. All of
them were both local and global experts; that is they participated in global
networks of knowledge and at the same were strongly rooted in the South
African context. For example, two out of three people in the team drafting the
White Paper were local academics and the third was a government expert in
agriculture. They had in common a geographical and technical background,
including some international experience. International disaster expert A is an
exemplary case (Interview A). She was trained in refugee health, with extensive experience in international organisations, and came to South Africa as a
Red Cross adviser during the 1992 drought. She was representative for what
Haas terms ‘epistemic community’ in the realm of disaster management (Haas
1992). She had participated at the launch of the UN’s ‘International Decade for
Natural Disaster Reduction’ and migrated from crisis to crisis with her global
expertise in the field. She then settled in South Africa and founded a disaster
management programme at a leading university. She thus brought important
expertise and experiences with standardised practices, and at the same time
developed disaster knowledge specific to South Africa. A’s itinerary reveals
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how the diffusion of global norms relies on their translation and local adaptation, in particular by local experts who play a central role in bringing abstract
knowledge down to earth (Cooper and Packard 1998), but also how the production of localised systems of knowledge participate in the making of these
global norms (Shaffer et al. 2009). This conjunction worked partly because the
expertise mobilised was anchored in a social science perspective that advocated a developmental approach to disasters that converged with the political
ambitions of the reformers.
Yet, this expertise was only able to penetrate political institutions by being
mediated by political actors. That is by entrepreneurial reformers who are able
to translate progressive expertise into the ANC programme – disaster management favoured the protection of ‘the most vulnerable from the risks of disasters’ and likened this group with ‘poor blacks’ in the South African context.
These political actors also provided the tools to reform and reorient the old
apartheid state. In this political brokerage, a particularly important person was
B, a highly influential member of the ANC, who led the process from 1993 until
1999, and had become acquainted with disaster management issues during
the drought through her acquaintance with the aforementioned expert.
Consequently, B was a key intermediary capable of understanding and transferring disaster management knowledge, using her political skills to negotiate
with the former administration and to mobilise experts during the legislative
process. Nonetheless, as a high-profile politician, she also became aware of
the necessity of the former ANC rebels acquiring legitimacy in the eyes of the
international community by aligning policies with global standards, which
also facilitated the dismissal of internal opposition from the apartheid defenders (Interview B).
These examples of A and B should give an idea of the very small interlocked
network that formed the core of the legislative process in the institutionalisation of the Southern Africa Disaster Reduction Agency. This forum provided a
neutral space to gather a variety of ‘stakeholders’ in the democratisation process, who were also aiming at promoting the relevance of disaster management for South Africa. Its committees comprised selected government
members, NGOs, community members, ‘civics’,3 academics, professionals
(technical experts in disaster management) who all shared progressive values
or at least a willingness to change. This forum facilitated the explanation of the
model through numerous workshops and its legitimating and diffusion across
different political spheres.
3 Civics were township residents’ associations very much involved in the struggle against
apartheid in the 1980s.
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Shaping the Law: Adapting a Global Model of Disaster Management
With the establishment of this network of actors, the development of disaster
management knowledge in South Africa, which in turn profoundly shaped the
South African legislation, was deeply enmeshed with global processes. In particular, disaster management consists of a body of knowledge which originates
in a heterogeneous field of research developed in the 1970s, focusing on the
human causes of disasters and its risks. Social scientists were crucial in promoting this research and were central in shifting global policies from an overly
technical approach and a narrow definition of natural disasters (Revet 2011).
This body of research emphasised better prevention of disasters, not only by
enhancing its management, but more importantly by preventing its effects
through the development and the reduction of risks and vulnerabilities. This
form of disaster management was institutionalised during the 1990s within the
UN International Decade for the Reduction of Natural Disasters, putting disasters on the global agenda and pushing for global policy changes. The creation
the UN organisation International Strategy for Disaster Reduction (ISDR) in
1999 was the starting point of a new trend in disaster management across
international organisations through competitive imitation and the circulation
of experts (Revet 2009). Today, most international organisations have adopted
disaster management programmes, including the United Nations Environment
Programme, the United Nations Development Programme, the Office for
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs, UN-Habitat, the World Bank, and
organisations such as the Davos Economic Forum and the North Atlantic
Treaty Organisation (NATO).
Three characteristics stand out in the travel of the disaster management
model. It promotes a shift from short-sighted reactions to long-term prevention, which correlates with a new focus on prevention by reducing risks and
vulnerabilities. Its intellectual apparatus, based on science and ‘proper’
research is coupled with an important set of disaster management techniques
and tools, such as early warning systems, which circulate easily and are moreover adopted without difficulty by states. These models and techniques carry a
new conception of security, focused on the ‘human’ element as opposed to
state security (Revet 2010). Nonetheless it is hard to identify a single model and
it is subject to different interpretations – some focusing on the techniques,
others more rooted in social sciences and countries of the South – which stress
vulnerability as a prime factor and thus advance the respective policies.
In 1994, when the ANC came into power, the disaster management agenda
was ready to be launched. The reform was initiated by the Department of
Constitutional Development Reform, which led first to a review of existing
mechanisms and some preliminary propositions (the Green Paper of 1998).
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Then, after a broad consultation process leading to a legislative proposal (the
White Paper of 1999) developed later to the promulgation of the Disaster
Management Act in 2003. An implementation phase followed, consisting of
the establishment of disaster management centres at the provincial and local
levels and the creation of guidelines, frameworks, and risk analysis. This model,
bringing together institutional reforms in democratisation processes and a
small epistemic disaster management community, produced a striking similarity between national legislation and international vocabulary, as Table 1 shows.
Redefining Disasters?
Following the international trend, promoters of disaster management in South
Africa argued for a ‘paradigm shift’. This model based on the canonical ‘disaster
management cycle’ used the technical and apparently neutral re-conceptualisation (managing disaster risks rather than responding to disasters) to promote a change within governments which was actually of a political nature:
recognising the role of societal institutions in producing disasters was in 1994
a highly political act as it implicitly underlined the role of the apartheid government in engineering a ‘disastrous situation’ in black communities. This
politicisation explains that the developmental turn of disaster management
was perceived as a ‘lackadaisical approach’4 by the Civil Protection Association
in 1994. Therefore, the design of the new institutions required a transformation
that was broader than just a disaster management plan, it meant dealing with
‘vulnerabilities’, ‘mitigating risks’ and being part of a developmental state.
What did it entail from the point of view of the state? Three main issues may
be underlined here. First of all, promoters of disaster management argued for
a shift from response towards prevention meaning that policies had to aim at
preventing disasters by preparing for them and reducing their possible occurrence. This was to be done by the introduction of risk and vulnerability assessment, mitigation, and preparation policies. Second, it led to re-orientating the
focus towards ‘real’ disasters – those faced daily by the most vulnerable, such
as fire and floods (Murray 2009) – and more generally to prepare for any kind
of threat. Finally, and somewhat more difficult, this change had to be put into
practice, which was a real challenge given the fact that members of the previous administration – trained in civil defence – remained in their positions
as the transition agreement required a continuity in institutions. A lengthy
and chaotic reorganisation of local government took place, which included
a shift from civil defence to disaster management centres accompanied by
training former and new disaster managers. Nonetheless, this transition was
4 SADRA archive, UNISA.
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Definitions in disaster management language across borders.

Disaster

Disaster
Management

Vulnerability

South African Legislation

UN Vocabulary

A progressive or sudden, widespread
or localised, natural or human-caused
occurrence which: causes or threatens
to cause disease, or damage to
property, infrastructure or the environment, or a disruption of the life of a
community; and is of a magnitude that
exceeds the ability of those affected by
the disaster to cope with its effects using
only their own resources.
A continuous and integrated multisectoral, multi-disciplinary process
of planning and implementation
of measures aimed at (a) preventing
or reducing the risk of disasters;
(b) mitigating the severity or
consequences of disasters;
(c) emergency preparedness;
(d) a rapid and effective response
to disasters; and (e) post-disaster
recovery and rehabilitation.

A serious disruption of the
functioning of a community or a society causing
widespread human,
material, economic or
environmental losses which
exceed the ability of the
affected community or
society to cope using its
own resources.
Disaster risk management:
systematic process of using
administrative directives,
organisations, and operational skills and capacities
to implement strategies,
policies and improved
coping capacities in order
to lessen the adverse impacts
of hazards and the possibility of disaster.
Emergency management:
The organisation and
management of resources
and responsibilities for
addressing all aspects of
emergencies, in particular
preparedness, response and
initial recovery steps.
The conditions determined
by physical, social, economic
and environmental factors or
processes, which increase the
susceptibility of a community
to the impact of hazards.

‘Vulnerability’ means the degree
to which an individual, a household,
a community or an area
may be adversely affected
by a disaster.

Sources: Disaster Management Act, 2002 and UNISDR terminology; http://www.unisdr.org.
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incomplete, because of limited resources, reluctance on the part of members
of the old security apparatus, and a range of organisational difficulties associated with the weak position of disaster management within overall government structures. The translation of disaster management models into practices
is thus still far from being achieved.
Conflict as Disaster: The 2008 Xenophobic Violence
Having shown how disaster management sought to depart from previous
understandings of social disruption and how it attempted to depart from the
security perspective on conflict, the following case study describes the translation of conflict into disaster. The 2008 xenophobic violence constitutes a
remarkable incident as there was nothing obvious to call this violence a disaster. It was not only the worst episode of collective violence since 1994, but was
also a polemical conflict in the South African context because of the ‘xenophobic’ discourse which highlighted the contradictions of the ‘rainbow nation’ and
the reluctance of the government to address the problems faced by migrants
(Landau 2012). In the midst of the chaotic outburst of xenophobic violence, it
was unclear how this conflict would be understood and dealt with. And more
importantly, how the most serious eruption of violence since the end of apartheid came to be defined as a disaster rather than an emergency or purely a
security issue. After considering how this issue was seen prior to 2008, I will
look at how the xenophobic violence came to be framed as a disaster, and the
consequences of this translation on the perception and the management of
the conflict.
Are Civil Unrest and Refugees Objects of Disasters?
Although the initial focus of disaster management at the global level was on
natural disasters, what constitutes a disaster remains an open question. The
answer depends on local interpretations. The contested definition of disaster
is reflected in debates about the specificities of the African continent in relation to the UN’s International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction (IDNDR).
Some experts in disaster management regretted that the African continent was
not more central during the early discussions of the IDNDR and noted that in
the final draft document the word natural was put in brackets and thus allowing some flexibility. The results of violence, they argued, must be considered a
major concern in disaster management in South Africa and must therefore
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remain on the agenda.5 The conceptualisation in terms of natural disasters had
taken over in the 1980s because of the dominance of natural science expertise.
However, from the mid-1990s, the insistence on the social nature of risks
enabled an extension of its scope towards an inclusion of everyday disasters.
For example, prominent academics have argued that in ‘Africa’ most risks are
to be found in urban settings and range from floods and fires, to road accidents,
epidemics, and civil strife.6 These generic definitions actually include any kind
of disruptive event to be understood as a disaster. Consequently, the meaning
of disaster management is highly dependent upon local institutions and their
interpretation.
In South Africa, the disaster management model was first introduced in the
mid-1990s, when episodes of terrible violence and social conflict were still
common. The initial training courses on disaster management held in South
Africa drawn from the UN Disaster Management Training Programme notably
included an exercise on ‘ethnic conflict’ management and population displacement, which was still foremost in everybody’s minds. In a context of violence, civil unrest, bombings and refugee displacement were all identified as
possible disasters in a Green Paper. However, they were mainly seen as a
problem for the security sector (police and army) to deal with. Following the
old logic of apartheid, the focus remained on policing, not on protecting
the victims of violence and preventing disasters. Most notably, refugees were
regarded as a concern for international organisations in coordination with the
Department of Home Affairs as it was seen as a remote problem, implying
large-scale displacement in foreign countries where wars were still raging.
Nonetheless, this type of scenario was forgotten in subsequent legislative
documents (the White Paper, Act, and framework). Collective violence had
finally loosened its grip on institutional memory. An expert who played a
major role in the drafting the legislation recalls that “it [legislation] was too
contentious, too political” (Interview C).
Nonetheless, at the global level, the displacement of population during civil
strife is commonly understood as a disaster, dealt with by UN organisations
such as the UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR). In South Africa, it
was expected that a massive influx of refugees might come from outside the
country, which became a realistic prospect with the worsening situation in
Zimbabwe from 2000. In 2002 researchers from the Forced Migration Studies
Programme at the University of the Witwatersrand lobbied together with the
5 Archives, Southern Africa Disaster Reduction Agency, UNISA.
6 See for instance Mark Pelling and Benjamin Wisner, Disaster Risk Reduction: Cases from
Urban Africa. London: Earthscan, 2009.
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UNHCR to plan disaster management operations in the event of an influx of
refugees from Zimbabwe after the presidential elections. However, it is important to note that here the disaster that requires an intervention is the displacement of people, not the conflict itself. Ironically, when South Africa dealt with
a significant displacement of people, the conflict was inside the country
because of a resurgence of collective and widespread violence directed towards
foreigners.
From Crisis to Disaster
Defining a disaster can be understood as part of the process of using disaster
management tools to deal with a situation, whatever that situation is. In other
words, it is about making a situation governable by means of disaster management technologies. The purpose here is to outline how the so-called crisis of
xenophobic violence entered into the realm of risks and disaster, and explore
the consequences of defining a crisis in these terms. I will look at the strategies,
mobilisation practices, and the framing by the various actors involved in the
xenophobic violence to understand how disaster management was used
to deal with this complex situation. The discussion will focus on events in
Cape Town.
The first part of the crisis unfolded in the Gauteng region in the north of the
country, where most of the violence took place. It appeared initially to be a
security issue, and was largely dismissed by some government officials
(Wa-Kabwe Segatti 2008). In the initial reactions to the situation, the role of
disaster management was less central than the deployment of security services. However, the situation in Cape Town was slightly different as violence
started 10 days later, enabling actors to prepare their interventions and to stabilise the understanding of the events as a disaster. The events mainly consisted of a sudden and massive displacement of more than 20,000 people
across the metropolis on 23 May following attacks in two informal settlements.
This displacement laid the ground for the proclamation of a disaster situation.
Yet, this was not necessarily an obvious response given the complexity of the
situation and the polemical issues around xenophobia; it was a consequence
of the mobilisation of three types of actors – government, civil society and
international organisations.
Claiming a Disaster: The Role of Civil Society
Civil-society organisations were amongst the first group of actors to respond
to the displacement of people with numerous autonomous reactions from
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Chronology of events.

11 May 2008. Violence started in Alexandra, Johannesburg.
21–22 May 2008. First signs of violence in Cape Town.
23 May 2008. Eruption of violence in Cape Town and displacement of more than
20,000 people. Setting up of refugee camps.
3 June 2008. Disaster was declared by the provincial government of the Western
Cape.
1 December 2008. Official closure of the camps in Cape Town.
14 May 2009. Dismantlement of the camps.

communities, NGOs and churches to provide shelter, food, care, and medicines.
For instance, community halls and churches provided shelter for people.
A forum was soon established in order to coordinate the actions of the civil
society organisations, to work on the prevention of violence, the protection of
foreigners and to develop an ‘emergency contingency plan’.7 This coordination
relied primarily on a large and heterogeneous group of organisations – trade
unions (the Congress of South African Trade Unions); faith-based organisations (Shade, the South African Council of Churches, the Muslim Judicial
Council, the Jewish Board of Deputies); legal and human rights organisations
(the South African Human Rights Commission, Aids Law Clinic, People Against
Suffering Oppression and Poverty, the Aids Law Project, the Black Sash);
humanitarian organisations and refugee organisations (Cape Town Refugee
Centre, the AIDS and Rights Alliance for Southern Africa, Since Gender Justice
Network); and NGOs such as the Social Justice Coalition and the Treatment
Action Campaign. A striking feature of these coalitions was the fact that
humanitarian organisations and social movements were more visible than the
organisation specialised in refugee issues (Wa-Kabwe Segatti and Polzer 2012).
As Steven Robins suggests, the disaster situation enabled humanitarian organisations, such as the Treatment Action Campaign, working in the realm of HIV/
Aids, to expand their competency to newly emerging fields of a ‘politics of life’
(Robins 2009).
By responding to an emergency, civil-society organisations not only
provided important care for the displaced (Everatt 2011; Peberdy and Jara 2011),
but also shaped public perceptions by assessing the situation, undertaking
advocacy, and sending reports to journalists. Although there were tensions
within these groups, organisations’ ventures into care for displaced people
7 From the Civil Society Memorandum, May 21.
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contributed to the definition of a humanitarian situation by shaping and stabilising the spaces of interventions, not only in a terms of physical space – in the
form of establishing camps – but also in creating a symbolic space as it
demanded a state intervention. In reacting to the displacement of foreigners
they opened a symbolic space in which the state was supposed to take responsibility for the situation; as a prominent figure of civil society put it: “it’s a job
for the state, it’s not a job for civil society.”8 By controlling the situation, producing their own data on the displaced persons, and mobilising the media they
could direct the public and the government to where it was supposed to act:
the scene of the disaster.
Who Cares? Disaster Management as a Default Government
Response
For the crisis to be identified as a disaster it had to be labelled as such by the
government. In Cape Town, a dynamic of mobilisation across government
bodies took place both at the City of Cape Town and at the provincial level. The
first to intervene was the police service as it tried to ensure security. Two days
later, when the situation reached a magnitude that exceeded the existing
capacities of the system; the provincial Disaster Management Centre was
called to manage the displaced population. Although community halls and
then safety sites were opened and managed by the disaster management officers of the City of Cape Town from the beginning, the situation was eventually
declared a provincial disaster by the premier on the 30 May,9 which facilitated
coordination through a joint operation centre. This centre comprised ‘stakeholders’ of the City of Cape Town and the provincial administration of the
Western Cape – that is disaster management units, the Department of the
Premier, the Mayor’s Office, Security, and Social Development. This allowed
the release of funds to manage the disaster, but it was also a strategy by the ANC
premier to seize the initiative from its party-political opponents from the city
administration, chiefly Helen Zille from the Democratic Alliance.
During this period the administrations were facing dilemmas about the
definition of the situation. It was unclear who should act and how the problem
should be understood. The magnitude of the population displacement and the
associated humanitarian crisis spoke for the disaster interpretation. However
this did not delineate the role of the disaster management unit. Indeed, the
legislation states that the disaster management unit is only a coordinating
8 Nathan Geffen. “Shattered Myths: The Xenophobic Violence in South Africa,” June 1, 2008.
http://www.tac.org.za/community.
9 The Premier is the head of the provincial government.
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body during emergencies and that departments should take responsibility for
each identified disaster risk. Yet, violent conflict was at that time not an identified disaster in the administrative framework of the Western Cape Province,
nor elsewhere. It was thus uncertain which department would take the leadership and take political decisions on crisis management.
Even now it’s not entirely clear, you know, if it’s a lower skill thing, we
should lead on it, but because it escalated and it was declared as a provincial disaster, then the Disaster Management Centre is responsible for
coordinating it. But I think what’s not clearly understood till now, is that
there are different kinds of risks in disaster management, we call them
‘hazards’…. And for every single one of them you actually have to identify
who is the lead agency responsible…. It wasn’t and it’s still not entirely
clear who would lead on it in that case. So, if the violence breaks out
again in the province, who should actually be leading the response?
Should it be the Department of the Premier, should it be the Department
of Social Development, or should it be the Disaster Management Centre?
So it’s still, the final custodianship is still being discussed, but it’s such a
complex disaster that whatever answer I can give you as to who I think is
in charge, somebody else could argue against it and they would be right.
Interview D

The problematic nature of xenophobia made things even more complicated,
as it was not obvious which department (Social Development, Department of
the Premier) or level of government (local government or national government represented by the Department of Home Affairs) was responsible for the
thousands of asylum seekers, foreigners, refugees, permanent residents, illegal
immigrants, or even South Africans.10 Besides, given the context of institutional xenophobia (Wa Kabwe-Segatti and Landau 2008), the constrained
resources and forthcoming elections, the public administration was reluctant
to deliver social services to migrants and take responsibility for the problem of
xenophobia. As this problematic question of the ownership of the problem
would never really be clarified, Disaster Management ended up by taking the
lead. The fact that a technical body finally took over other departments with
more decision-making power is both a reflection of a misfit between the problem and institutional structures, and a lack of political willingness by political
10

South Africans in this situation were either foreign born having acquired citizenship or
South Africans from ethnic minority (Venda, Shangaan, Pedi), who felt threatened by the
dominant ‘ethnic groups’ such as the Xhosa (in the Western Cape) or Zulus (Gauteng).
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representatives to address xenophobia. The decision to declare a disaster in
order to manage the displacement of thousands of foreigners not only designed
the space of intervention (the camps) but also framed the mobilisations and
intervention as a humanitarian intervention (rather than a pure ‘security’
intervention).
The Intervention of Disaster Specialists: UN Organisations as a Crisis
Designer
This process was also indirectly governed by the presence of international
organisations and crisis specialists. Although international UN agencies in
Southern Africa have their headquarters in Johannesburg, they generally do
not intervene in the country as South Africa is supposed to be able to deal with
its own problems. Moreover, such a large-scale displacement was simply not
expected. Consequently, international agencies of the UN, the Organisation for
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs (OCHA) and the UNHCR intervened
at a minor level, monitoring the management process, assessing the situation,
providing advice and guidelines to set up and manage camps and searching for
conceivable legal solutions for displaced populations.
The only direct action taken by UN agencies was for UNICEF to deliver food
and more importantly for UNHCR to provide tents and money for displaced
people. It is noteworthy that equivalent debates took place within the UN family between UNHCR and OCHA and led to a result that echoed that reached by
the South African authorities: on the ground, the humanitarian disaster situation (the realm of OCHA) took over the narrow definition of a refugee or displaced person (UNHCR), although no integrated plan of action was established
due to disagreements on whether the situation was a humanitarian crisis or a
problem of forced migration.
Still, the visibility of the UN bodies helped shape the crisis as a humanitarian
disaster. Crisis situations are windows of opportunity for disaster specialist
actions which enable them to impose a framework and their agenda and
thereby reinforce the disaster agenda. In this regard, it was supported by the
internationalisation strategy developed by civil-society organisations calling
for international interventions and advocating for the adoption of depoliticised and international norms for managing camps (SPHERE Humanitarian
standards, UNHCR camp settlement) or displaced populations (UNHCR guidelines on internally displaced persons).
The disaster thus provided a common framework facilitating the intervention of various actors with different objectives and quite divergent views on
how to handle the situation. Despite strong disagreement on issues such as the
management of the camps and the status of foreigners, it is remarkable that
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most actors shared the same repertoire of practices and ideas established by a
nexus of tools (camps, risk assessment), models, and organisations in disaster
management, which translated a complex, multi-layered and political situation into a manageable disaster.
Seeing Like a Disaster
What made the disaster framing visible? How was the conflict interpreted?
This section analyses the implications of creating a space for disaster as an
object of intervention and the redefinition of the risk of conflict. The focus
here is on the social ordering of the conflict as a displacement through the
mobilisation of disaster management tools. This framing created an order
which exclusively focused on the scene of the disaster that disconnected the
disaster from the conflict and made the causes of the conflict invisible.
Conflicts and Techniques: Politics of Disaster Management
A first consequence of the disaster framing was that it focused the management of the situation on the techniques of disaster and the inner politics of
what was defined as a disaster. Most of the energy was concentrated on managing displaced people and resolving logistical issues (‘food and blanket politics’). Disaster management aimed here at ensuring the safety of people’s lives
and livelihoods.
A sign of this disaster politics was that the politicisation of the crisis in Cape
Town was not concerned with issues such as inequalities, service delivery,
institutional xenophobia, violence and so forth, but focused instead on the
management of the displaced, and more precisely on the question of where to
provide shelter – community halls (as advocated by the provincial government) or safety camps (the city’s position). Although this case was taken to the
courts by the provincial government and civil-society organisations, it was
quickly resolved by internal negotiations and smoothed over by the existence
of regular management relations between the disaster management centres of
both the city and the province. Similarly, the civil-society organisation, the
Treatment Action Campaign, brought a case to court to ensure the application
of disaster management standards, subsequently adopted by the provincial
disaster management centre.
Therefore, the focus on the technical issues of camp management and on
the reintegration problem revealed a striking convergence within the disaster
framework: opposition from civil society was aimed at the way the process was
dealt with (against camps or to insure standards at camps), without contesting
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that it was a disaster (Zachie Achmat, the charismatic leader of Treatment
Action Campaign would declare: “We have a very good Disaster Management
at the City”). The strong pressure from civil society to apply international
norms and standards led the provincial government of the Western Cape to
adopt its own guidelines for emergencies (August 2008). Although UN organisations whose aim is to mainstream disaster management were cautious
about the opening of ‘camps’, they nonetheless brought their support to this
standardisation process by providing analytical frameworks and practical tips
on how to run a camp.
Finally, the disaster management model, although apparently a highly technical and specific governmental organisation, provided a framework within
which government, civil society and international organisations could establish dialogue, however strongly they disagreed. Nonetheless, as Cooper and
Randall already noted with regard to development techniques, the technical is
always political as it aims at acting on people’s conduct. This political implication of what seemed a technical, de-politicised machine (Ferguson 1990), was
strategically deployed by civil-society organisations which played the technical, international, objective card to articulate their political views on the new
South Africa. In this way the political re-entered the management of the
disaster.
The Disaster and its Victims
In the meantime, it also transformed the intervention in, and the meaning of,
the situation. A notable effect of this translation of conflicts into disasters was
the focus on the victims of the disaster. This was visible through the creation of
‘refugee spaces’ which embodied the powerless victims in the Blue Waters and
Youngsfield camps in Cape Town; or countrywide, in the refugee camps at the
Zimbabwean border in Musina; or in 2009 in downtown Johannesburg at the
Central Methodist Church where hundreds of Zimbabweans were being sheltered and taken care of by NGOs. These spaces are nevertheless problematic as
they trap people in the victim position, as highlighted by the way displaced
people remained for months in the former safe sites in Cape Town, where they
wished to settle but were cut off from communities and later declared ‘unlawful’ by the City of Cape Town. Furthermore, the disaster framing had a paradoxical effect: by allowing a wider debate and a larger sphere of humanitarian
action, it addressed the effects of the violence (the displaced populations) but
without really addressing its causes, i.e. violence and social integration in
communities, and local contexts of violence (Cooper 2009). In the end, this
offered no solution as most displaced people had no choice but to return to the
communities. Moreover the reintegration was even more complicated as the
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disaster provided access to scarce state resources, which was in part the contention that motivated the violence. The reasons for this bias could be in the
nature of the framing process and the government’s difficulty in handling such
a complex issue, which requires long-term policies; or in the pressure of some
civil-society groups who “only saw a part of the problem” (the displaced populations) according to a provincial official. Ironically, the translation of the situation as a disaster prevented a real embracing of the problem by cutting the
management of the crisis off from the regulation of communities at the local
level. For example, in Imizamo Yethu, a Cape Town informal settlement, a ‘reconciliation process’ took place in which belongings were forcibly given back to
foreigners and the perpetrators of xenophobic violence were beaten and
chased out of the settlement, which is a questionable way of ensuring a sustainable peace in the community.
In the end, the model of disaster management used by government and by
international actors created a focus on the victims (here the displaced) as ‘vulnerable’ populations. This focus, sustained by civil-society pressure, led to a
neglect of what was not in the object of the action but was core to the problem,
the context of violence. The redefinition of the situation through the disaster
framework thus translated the object of action. Nonetheless it risked depoliticising and making issues invisible which were at the root of the conflict.
Focusing on the rights of the victims neglects the local politics of the ‘violent’
communities, which in turn may lead them to resort to blaming foreigners as
scapegoats again in future.
Ironically, both provincial and local government ultimately reversed this
policy by first ending care for the displaced (December 2008), then destroying
the space of safety sites and finally by turning the victims into culprits who
cheated the UN system (May 2009). This un-making of the status of victims is
precisely what allowed government to legitimate the end of its action, even if
contested, leading to the end of the disaster situation.
Conclusion
The case of conflict as disaster ultimately appears as a story of transforming a
socio-political object into a disaster risk through a set of institutional and
organisational transformations, linking the actions of international organisations, state actors, experts and activists. It transformed the space of conflict in
South Africa, in particular after the xenophobic violence, bringing disaster
management to care for the victims – however imperfectly – and to redefine
migrants and displacement as a security risk. The immediate consequence in
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the aftermath of the crisis was the re-enforcement of the disaster manage
ment mechanisms in case of violent conflict or large-scale displacement,
which generated this redefinition of the object. Various initiatives from pro
vincial government – and supported by the OCHA – aimed at establishing a
‘social conflict emergency plan’, and later to the recognition of conflict as
a newly identified ‘disaster risk’. It institutionalised disaster management as a
solution to deal with xenophobic violence, as illustrated in another spate of
xenophobic violence that took place in De Doorns in the rural Western Cape in
November 2009.
In the meantime, the translation also had the effect of discouraging efforts to
address the ‘root causes’ and the specific nature of the violence displayed in these
events. The state, through disaster management, was able to de-politicise the
conflict by restricting it to a disaster scenario and avoid the underlying question of
the dynamics of inclusion/exclusion in contemporary South Africa. In terms of
conflict management, it is doubtful that the framing and re-ordering of these social
situations under the aegis of disaster management will encourage debate and
action on the issues at stake. Besides, from the point of view of disaster management, it reveals the difficulty, if not the impossibility of using the same model for
different types of disaster situation as it may impede the identification of root
causes that are precisely the point of departure for disaster prevention techniques.
This last observation also highlights the limits of these travelling models that may
encounter difficulties in addressing local contexts.
Interviews
Interview A. Disaster management officer, October 2009.
Interview B. Political actor, ANC member, December 2009.
Interview C. Disaster academic, January 2008.
Interview D. Head of the provincial Disaster Management Centre, November
2008.
The research was carried out during two five-month periods of fieldwork in
2008 and 2009 in South Africa. The first was dedicated to the management of
the xenophobic violence in the Western Cape. I met with several actors from
government, civil society and UN organisations, and also made observations in
the safety sites (Blue Waters). In 2009, I focused on disaster management more
broadly so as to understand how notions of disaster management were integrated in the South African environment. I met with several actors involved in
the policy process, as well as scientist and practitioners.
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Chapter 5

Power-Sharing in Southeast Darfur
Local Translations of an International Model
Mutasim Bashir Ali Hadi
Introduction
This article deals with power-sharing1 as a model of conflict management,
which has been applied during various stages in Sudan’s history. The most
prominent instances of its recent use in Sudan are the Comprehensive Peace
Agreement (CPA) and the Darfur Peace Agreement (DPA). This study focuses on
the case of southeast Darfur where the idea of power-sharing has been translated, localised, and put into action by connecting it with a local version of the
model, called al-’ud. The existence of a local version of the model indicates that
the communities in southeast Darfur have known the idea of sharing power
before the arrival of the travelling notion of power-sharing to this context.
Literally al-’ud means a small piece of wood. As a social term it mainly
means ‘a share’, ‘a right’, ‘a chance’ and ‘participation’. The terms are related to
each other (Interview A, September 2008).2 As a concept al-’ud is used mainly
in relation to political issues. It is used in situations of competition or (potential) conflict between individuals or groups in order to distribute power in a
way locally considered as fair. It is an instrument for preventing the escalation
of conflict situations. The people perceive the sharing of power and other
resources as a tool for a peaceful and stable coexistence. Local sayings in southeast Darfur express this perception. One significant proverb says, “Al-lugma
al-kabira bitfarig al-dara” (“The big bite leads to the scattering of the group.”).
If one in the group does not divide the bite (of food) with the other members
of the group, the group will fragment (Interview B, May 2008).

1 I follow Heitz’s definition of power-sharing: “[One] party gives up some of its power and
shares it with another party, so that more people can have a say in and thus influence public
affairs in a community” (Heitz 2009, 111). The definition is based on Sriram who suggested
using the concept of power-sharing in a very broad and basic sense (Sriram 2008, iv).
2 A list of interviews and their contexts can be found at the end of the article. The author carried out fieldwork in southeast Darfur and in Nyala, the capital of South Darfur State, during
several months in the years 2007, 2008 and 2009.
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When I spoke about power-sharing using the Arabic term used in the peace
agreements – iqtisam al-sulta – people often interrupted me saying “Oh, this is
nothing new for us! We know it but here we call it ‘al-’ud’.” Thus, local actors
reinterpreted the term al-’ud. They translated it according to their understanding of what national and international actors told them about the notion of
power-sharing. The people accepted the model by localising it. People started
using their local term al-’ud to express their ideas about the translated model.
Thus talking about power-sharing now to the people of southeast Darfur means
talking about al-’ud. This involves a distinct connection to local interests and
practices. People reflect the new idea in their idioms, sayings and proverbs.
It might thus seem as if this previous use of al-’ud as a concept to share
power would have made the national power-sharing model’s translation process smoother, facilitating its localisation. But while in the local context of
southeast Darfur al-’ud as a local model has prevented and mitigated tensions,
the new model of power-sharing, which was presented through the CPA and
DPA,3 has led to further tensions and conflict. It has thus resulted in the opposite of what was intended by the DPA, and it fails to provide the means to regulate and mitigate conflict. In fact, the area has become more unstable. Existing
tensions between local groups have intensified and turned violent as a result of
splintering in the native administrations (al-idara al-ahliya) or the emergence
of new administrative units called ‘localities’.
The Situation in Southeast Darfur
Southeast Darfur is located in the west of Sudan and is part of the South Darfur
State. It is composed administratively of four localities. The area is rich in livestock and agricultural resources, which form the basis for the principal economic activity in the area. Al-Dhayn town represents an important commercial
centre. Many major roads cross this area, linking central and northern Sudan
with the south of Sudan, with western Darfur, and with the neighbouring
countries. The population of the area is characterised by ethnic diversity. The
most numerous ethnic groups are the Rizaiqat, a baggara4 Arabic group who
3 For details about the process that led to the Darfur Peace Agreement see below.
4 Cattle-herding pastoralists of South Darfur include the Southern Rizaiqat, the Habbaniya,
the Fellata, Beni Halba and the Taaisha. Some parts of the Maaliya sub-groups were cattleherding pastoralists with the Southern Rizaiqat, but since the 1980s they have shifted gradually to cultivation and breeding small numbers of cattle around their villages, while one
sub-group is camel herding.
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consider the area their homeland (dar).5 The Maaliya represent another group
of Arabs from the area who have contested Rizaiqat authority for decades. The
Maaliya like to refer back to the period of the Fur Sultanate and the first years
of British rule when they had their own land and native administration.6 This
land was later incorporated into the Rizaiqat’s native administration during
the colonial rule of the 1920s because the British pursued a policy of putting
smaller groups and their chiefs under the administration of larger groups
(Young et al. 2005, 32). The Maaliya claimed that this incorporation was due to
their opposition to the British campaign in Darfur. This situation has been a
source of tension since and has, from 1960s, led to conflict between the Rizaiqat
and the Maaliya.
The Birgid, mainly farmers, are another significant group in the area as their
homeland has borders with the Rizaiqat land. They claim that they had been
present in Al-Dhayn even before the Rizaiqat. Other ethnic groups living in the
area are the Zaghawa, who have similar claims as the Birgid. Essentially almost
all groups present in Darfur are represented in Al-Dhayn as well as some other
groups that came from other parts of Sudan to the area. Moreover, all ethnic
groups in the area are composed of sections, sub-groups, clans and sub-clans.
This chapter will mainly consider the two Arab groups of the Rizaiqat and
the Maaliya. They are not only the largest groups, but also the most dominant.
All the other ethnic groups living in the area are affiliated to various sections of
the Rizaiqat or the Maaliya. The Rizaiqat and the Maaliya hold the two highest
positions – the nazara7 – in the native administrations of the area and the
native administrations of all the other ethnic groups are integrated on their
lower levels. The Rizaiqat’s nazara was founded as early as the 1920s during the
colonial period (Takana 1995, 2). In comparison, the Maaliya’s current nazara
is far more recent and follows a long history of campaigning.8 The Rizaiqat for
many years opposed the establishment of a new nazara in the area, claiming
that this would mean giving some of their territory to the Maaliya. This was
the source of the long history of conflict between the Rizaiqat and the Maaliya
in the region. It was only in 2004 that the Maaliya could establish their own
5 Arabic for ‘house’ or ‘home’. Connected with the name of a group, dar is used in Sudan to
describe the territory of residence of this group. Legal rights are linked to it.
6 In Darfur, to have an independent administration a group had to have its own dar.
7 The highest level of a native administration is led by the nazir. The nazir is the leader of an ethnic group and the highest position in a native administration mainly in the Arabic ethnic groups.
8 The Maaliya do not consider this native administration as a new established nazara. To their
opinion, the government reconsidered the issue and gave them back a native administration
that they had already owned since the arrival of the British colonial authorities.
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The location of Darfur, South Darfur State and southeast Darfur.
Source: Fieldwork 2009.

nazara (in the South Darfur State in 2005) with the support of the government
– something the Rizaiqat place emphasis on, arguing that this support shows
how the government intervenes politically in the area.
People interpreted the government’s political support for the establishment
of the new nazara as a move to gain the loyalty and the support of the Maaliya
who historically have supported the opposing Umma Party (UP). They argue
that another reason the government sided with the Maaliya was to attempt to
placate this group and dissuade them from supporting rebel movements. Some
sections of the Maaliya had joined the rebels as a result of their grievances
against the government, particularly over the issue of not having their own
nazara and what they perceived as the government’s bias in favour of the
Rizaiqat. They Rizaiqat also argue that the government sought to punish and
weaken the Rizaiqat native administration by taking away its control over the
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Maaliya because of a belief that the Rizaiqat native administration was not
working for the interests of the government. The two principal areas of disagreement were the Rizaiqat native administration’s failure to support and
join the ruling party, thus denying the government a large support base; and
second, the decision of the Rizaiqat native administration to remain neutral
during the civil war in Darfur, with the leader of the Rizaiqat refusing to fight
against the Darfurian rebel movements.
However, the government’s support of the Maaliya does not exclude its
simultaneous support for the Rizaiqat. In fact, the government supports the
Rizaiqat for the same reasons it supports the Maaliya – in order to secure loyalists. Thus, the Maaliya also complain that the government provides the Rizaiqat
with arms and ignores their attacks against the Maaliya. These claims have a
historical background. During the war between the government and the Sudan
People Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/a) during the 1980s and 1990s, the
Rizaiqat were very effective in stopping the military activities of the SPLM in
the northern parts of South Sudan; and even in weakening the SPLM in the
south where the Rizaiqat pastoralists spent the dry seasons. During that time,
the government militarised the Rizaiqat, with the result that it is now unable
to prevent their conflict with other groups in the area. By tolerating these conflicts, it is obvious that the government is using a strategy of ‘divide and rule’
among the groups of the area.
To expand further on these cases, it is helpful to understand in more detail
southeast Darfur’s two main ethnic groups and their internal divisions. The
Rizaiqat have three main sections – the Mahriya, the Mahamid and the
Nawayba. All three sections and sub-groups are represented in parts of southeast Darfur, but a sub-group of each section is normally concentrated in one
specific locality (localities being the newly created administrative units). From
the Rizaiqat’s largest section, the Mahriya, the sub-group Um Dahiya, and
especially the Ulad Mehimid clan is concentrated in the locality of Al-Dhayn.
The Ulad Um Salama clan in the same sub-group is mainly found in Abu Jabrah
in the Bahr Al-Arab locality. Another big sub-group of the Mahriya is the Um
Ahmed who can be found in Abu Matarig, which is also located in the Bahr
Al-Arab locality. The Nawayba section has its focus in the Al-Dhayn locality, in
the administrative unit Al-Fardous, and the Mahamid section in the Assaliya
locality.
The Maaliya are also divided into three main sections – Um Kraim,
Al-Khawabir and Al-Maagla. The Um Kraim section, which includes
Al-Agarba, is divided into the two sub-groups, the Dar Al-Haraa and the
Dar Al-Khadim. The second section, Al-Khawabir, is divided into two subgroups – Alayga and Khawabir. The third section, Al-Magla is also divided into
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two sub-groups – Hibesh and Ramadania. Most of the sections and the subgroups of the Maaliya are found in the locality Adila. Only the Al-Agarba clan
is concentrated in the localities of Al-Dhayn and lately Assaliya.
Conflicts in Southeast Darfur
The long history of conflict between the Rizaiqat and the Maaliya, and the frequent tension between some of the minority groups in the area especially with
the Rizaiqat – the largest group – classify southeast Darfur as an area of highlevel conflict. Most of the conflict is over natural resources, landownership and
over the access to political positions and thus representation. The groups in
the area used to manage such local conflicts by referring to traditional models
of conflict management based on customary law. Sometimes they also referred
to governmental interventions and efforts, which were also based on traditional models.
In 2003 the conflict in Darfur gained worldwide media attention when some
Darfurian groups mobilised against the government of Sudan to resist what
they perceived as the economic and political marginalisation of Darfur. They
formed the Sudan Liberation Movement/Army (SLM/a), soon followed by a
second movement called the Justice and Equality Movement (JEM). The conflict between the rebel movements and the government of Sudan has since
escalated with wide-ranging regional and international dimensions. In order
to manage the conflict, international mediators have adopted power-sharing
as a transitional solution during negotiations between the government of
Sudan and the rebel movements.
The CPA and the DPA are based on the concept of power-sharing to achieve
peace. They were adopted to deal with conflict at the national and regional
rather than local level. However, the travelling idea of power-sharing has since
affected group relations in Darfur. Mehler (2009) rightly states “national peace
and power sharing accords are unlikely to trigger a country-wide peace if they
ignore local constellations of actors and their interests” (2009, 7). Peace cannot
be achieved in Darfur if the peace processes deal only with the conflict between
the government of Sudan and the rebel movements, and ignore existing group
conflict at the local level.
With a focus on southeast Darfur, this contribution analyses how the idea of
power-sharing has travelled to, and has been translated, by way of the peace
agreements, to the local context in Darfur. It shows the channels and translators involved in the translation process, and explains how the translated ideas
affected the conflict at the local level.
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How Power-Sharing Travelled to Southeast Darfur
The origins of power-sharing in Sudan can be traced to the colonial period
when the British rulers implemented the policy of indirect rule which gave
limited power to local leaders (Yousif 1998, 61 ff.). Initially, in 1898, the British
had applied central ‘direct rule’ in order to control the different parts of the
country. During the 1920s, however, they introduced a system of indirect rule,
providing native leaders under their supervision with elements of power
and a share in the administration, mainly in order to reduce the costs of governing. The main tool of this policy was the system of ‘native administration’.
Historically, the colonial administration officers and local leaders were thus
the main actors in translating ideas of power-sharing to southeast Darfur.
During the 1930s the British rulers shifted from the policy of indirect rule to
a policy of local government. Local government represents another example of
the idea of power-sharing. In 1937 the Act of Local Government was promulgated and was succeeded in 1951 by the Marshal Act that was in effect until 1971
when the government of Sudan replaced it by a new policy and legislation.
Since the introduction of the local government policy its procedures have
implied the idea of power-sharing and have spread it throughout Sudan.
Following independence, the current model of power-sharing was introduced in 1972 following the Addis Ababa Agreement between the government
of Sudan and the southern rebel movement Ananya.9 The regional self-government for South Sudan was a result of this agreement (Loiria 1995, 109). At this
stage, ideas about the model arrived in the southeast Darfur context through
the radio and the government institutions in the area. People in Darfur, and in
particular southeast Darfur, had a close interest in the agreement due to their
proximity to southern Sudan, the main site of the war. Most cattle herders in
southeast Darfur, for example, depend on the pastures of southern Sudan and
the war had blocked their crucial seasonal access to these areas. The population of southeast Darfur were thus hopeful that the peace agreement would
have an immediate and positive impact on their daily lives.
Federalism is one of the prominent features of power-sharing. The implementation of a federal system in the 1990s is another stage in the chain of
translating power-sharing. Federalism as a system of governance is a form of
institutional power-sharing. It is based on the distribution of power and
authority between the national or central government and the different units

9 In 1955 the Ananya rebel movement started a mutiny in Southern Sudan. Southerners felt
they were virtually left out of nation-building and decision-making.
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that constitute it. These constituent units may be states, provinces, republics,
regions or other units (Osman 1995, 22). In Sudan, the federal system provided
for three levels of authority – national, regional (state) and local. Each level
enjoys a partial ‘amount’ of power within its territory.
In 1994, as a consequence of this policy, Sudan was divided into 26 states.
The states were divided into provinces (muhafazat) and the provinces into
councils (majalis). From the government’s perspective, the aim of these
divisions was to shorten its administrative shadow and to divide power among
the states and the lower administrative units so as to enhance the participation
of people (Ibrahim 2008, 133 ff.). In 1995, as a result of a new local governance
law, councils were replaced by localities (mahaliyat). And in 1998, a new law
for local governance was introduced which aimed to facilitate local federal
governance. An administrative officer from South Darfur recalled:
This law created some sort of awareness among the people, because the
local people participate in the local councils and every farmer and herder
knew the meaning of power.
Interview C, December 2008

In 2003, another law came into effect. Provinces were replaced by localities
(mahaliyat) and administrative units (al-wahidat al- idariya) substituted localities. This included the legal instalment of a new position, the locality governor
(mutamad). He represents a constitutional figure participating in the council
of state minsters (Ibrahim 2008, 137).
The federalism policy had a direct impact on the communities in southeast
Darfur. Darfur was divided into three states – North, West and South Darfur.
The three states were then divided into the smaller units, but in South Darfur
these units were designed on an ethnic basis (Takana 2008, 9–10). The boundaries of the localities were fixed according to the dar, the residential territory
of groups and sub-groups. This led to conflict over boundaries and some groups
and sub-groups demanded to have their own locality, or even their own state.
The policy of federalism also affected the native administration, mainly in the
splintering of a certain level, the umudiya.10
In 2002, the translation process of power-sharing ideas continued when
representatives of the country’s government and the southern rebel movement SPLM/a started peace negotiations. The regional organisation InterGovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) and the IGAD partners,
especially Italy, Norway, the United Kingdom and the United States as a
10

The second level of the native administration led by a leader called omda.
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non-IGAD member, mediated the negotiations. The process gained momentum
from 2002 to 2004 with the signing of several accords, and it continued until
the two parties agreed on power-sharing protocols as part of the peace deal in
Naivasha, Kenya in 2005, known as the Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA)
(Zain Al-Abdeen 2007, 179).
In southeast Darfur, the peace talks between the government of Sudan and
the SPLM/a had arguably a deeper impact that they did in other parts of Darfur
because of the area’s location and the characteristics of the local economy. In
addition, it has to be noted that some groups had participated in the war
against the SPLM/a. For example, the majority of sub-groups of the Rizaiqat
depend on the natural resources in certain southern states in the dry season
and found themselves confronting the SPLM/a or the Dinka people in South
Sudan, who had been militarised by the SPLM/a (Mustafa n.d., 169).The
Rizaiqat had thus originally welcomed their militarisation by the government
of Sudan and became involved in the war. Both the government and the
SPLM/a used the groups of the area in a proxy war, which damaged the coexistence between them (El-Bashir 2002). The experience of taking part in the war
rendered the peace agreement an important issue for the Rizaiqat and they
followed its development with great interest.
The CPA has had a profound impact on all parts of Sudan as it seeks to deal
with the problems of national governance in Sudan and problems in some of
the marginalised areas. The CPA succeeded in stopping the longest civil war in
the country, which had begun in 1983 as a result of the failure of the Addis
Ababa Agreement. Some argue, however, that the power-sharing policies of
the agreement have not been successful because the government of Sudan
retreated from them when dissolving the regional self-government of South
Sudan (Tanda 1995, 200–201). In September 2005, the National Congress Party
(NCP), the SPLM, and several other small parties formed a government of
national unity in Khartoum based on principles of power-sharing. The model
also played a prominent role in several other agreements. One example the
2005 reconciliation deal between the government and the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA), allowing the NDA a share in political power. Another example
is the Eastern Sudan Peace Agreement (ESPA) signed in Asmara, Eritrea
between the government and the Eastern Front (EF) in October 2006 (Young
2007, 38).
The power-sharing elements of the peace talks in 2002 resulted in new
actors appearing in the Darfur context. After the outbreak of rebellion in
Darfur, the African Union (AU), supported by United Nations, the United Sates
and several countries of the European Union mediated peace negotiations
between the government and the rebel movements SLM/a and JEM. In May
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2006, the Darfur Peace Agreement (DPA) was signed in Abuja between the government and one section of one of the Darfurian rebel movements, the Mini
faction of the SLM/a (African Union 2006). Despite involving just one of the
rebel movements, the DPA was a direct channel for promoting ideas of powersharing among the Darfurians and southeast Darfur has been particularly fertile ground for the reception of power-sharing ideas. The section that follows
elaborates on the translation process and the actors involved.
Translators and Channels of Translation of the CPA and the DPA
The power-sharing model arrived in the villages and nomad camps of southeast Darfur by way of various translators. These translators acted on different
levels. On the international and the regional levels, various organisations and
experts were involved as mediators and facilitators between the government of
Sudan and the rebel movements in the different peace agreements, including
the multinational organisations of the UN, the AU, the regional organisation
Inter-Governmental Authority on Development (IGAD) and the European
Union (EU); as well as individual countries such as Libya, Egypt, Chad, Nigeria,
Kenya, Ethiopia, Norway, Great Britain and the United States.
At the national level, the government of Sudan, the rebel movements, NGOs
and civil-society organisations have all played an effective role. At the local
level, government officials, the members of the rebel movements and political
parties have also been involved in the process. Also involved are traditional
local leaders and members of the educated elite, including teachers and
students.
Each translator may have his or her own interests, aims, interpretations and
language to transport the model, depending on the context of their activities.
For example, in southeast Darfur many NGOs work in the field of development
and conflict resolution and transfer ideas of power-sharing during workshops
or training courses in the context of discussing the peace agreements in Sudan.
Many of those involved in the government, from the ruling party to the rebel
signatories of the agreements, publicly propagate the peace agreements to
reflect an image as peace-seekers to the people. However, the NGOs on one
side and the government or the rebels on the other side have differing aims,
language and interpretations of power-sharing.
My research in southeast Darfur revealed three main ways through which
local people received these ideas – the media; meetings such as conferences,
workshops, lectures and public speeches; and people’s daily social interaction,
including discussions and chatting.
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Media
Modern media in the local context consists of television, radio stations and
newspapers. Among these the radio plays a particularly special role, especially
among nomads and farmers who represent the largest groups within the population. The people I spoke with agree in general that ideas about power-sharing
arrived mainly through the international, national, state and local radio programmes accessible to them. Television came second in transferring ideas.
A member of the elite in the area gave an example of how nomadic people follow the latest news and political developments, not only in Sudan, but international news too, through television (even if access to television is still a lot
more common in the centres than in rural areas). He said:
The media here are transferring everything … someone living in the wilderness has a herd’s pen, a generator, a television set and a digital
receiver…. In a meeting of some political elite about the Darfur–Darfur
Dialogue that took place in the rural areas, a nomad shocked the participants when he told them their ideas about [the rebel leader] Abdu
Al-Wahid after he opened an office of his movement in Israel. All of them
were surprised because this sort of information is expected to be available only here, when you are in one of the big centres of the area.
Interview D, April 2008

A third source of information about power-sharing is the newspapers. Members
of the educated elite and students in the area read newspapers, which are
brought from Khartoum or Al-Obeid weekly by air or road. These elite members and students then transfer what they read to others in discussions and
everyday interactions. Their information from the print media is supplemented
by the other sources such as television and radio, especially in the rural areas
with high levels of illiteracy, where people always ask the educated about what
they hear and know.
Meetings and Conferences
Gatherings that people participate in include family, clan or sub-group meetings, but also workshops, conferences, lectures and speeches. Leaders and politicians of the rebel movements also meet people in the area that they control
or influence. These meetings and lectures represent the main means by which
rebel leaders communicate with the people.
The local SLM leader and ex-fighter, who is now a parliament representative,
told me in an interview in Al-Dhayn that the media played an important part
in the war between them and the government. In this respect the government
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had a clear advantage over the rebel movements as the government had a
monopoly on broadcasting via radio and television. He explained that “The
movements do not have any media institutions. So we depend on lectures,
meetings and circulars.” (Interview E, September 2008).
NGOs also organise workshops, training courses and meetings involving
local people where they convey ideas, for example about peace and conflict.
I participated in some of these activities, including a workshop on “Skills of
Conflict Resolution” organised in Adila by the United Methodist Committee on
Relief (UMCOR). Teachers, leaders from the native administrations, farmers,
herders, union leaders, traders and government officials attended the workshop. The team who conducted the workshop was composed of a female trainer
and her assistant who is an omda from the Adila locality. The trainer told me
that even though the DPA was not formally part of their programme the topic
came up frequently during the discussions (Interview F, September 2009).
Local leaders also play a clear and critical role in translating the ideas of
power-sharing to their local communities. Local people have frequent contact
with their leaders and with members of the native administration. This contact is both formal and informal. The nazir of the Rizaiqat explained:
Here, the native administration transfers daily everything concerning the
agreements. Our people are in continuous interaction with us. They come
to the office of the native administration to be the first to be informed.
Interview G, May 2008

A teacher and omda told me what happens in his unit of local administration,
umadiya Ulad Zayd. He said:
We have a lot of educated people. The educated ones try to inform the
others. For example in my umadiya … during the holiday of the fasting,
we do not go for picnics like others used to do. But we organise work trips
to our areas. We visit our people and they ask us when we hold meetings
and we provide them with information. Then they transfer what I say to
the absentees and inform them about what the omda has said.
Interview H, September 2008

There are frequent conferences and meetings hosted by politicians of different
parties and the armed movements involved in the peace agreements. The
SLM/a, the SL–Free Will Movement (FWM), and the SPLM/a all have offices in
the major settlements in the area. A number of people in Al-Dhayn and Adila
joined the SPLM after the CPA, and the SLA after the DPA, mostly because they
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were disappointed with the government and found these movements addressing their concerns. Other political organisations such as the NCP and the
Popular Congress Party, the Umma Party, and the Communist Party have their
own activities, and many of their members from Khartoum, especially those
who originate from Darfur, visit the area.
Social Occasions and Daily Interaction
I noticed that local people in the area are fond of intense exchanges of information during normal daily interactions. This is most probably due to the
absence or scarcity in some areas of media and the high rate of illiteracy.
Nomads for example are anxious to hear news about the political situation as
it directly affects the security and stability of their seasonal migration routes.
The nomads come to the centres to buy and sell goods, as well as to meet relatives, political leaders, government officials and their native administration.
The city is also a place where the latest news relating to an array of political,
economic and environmental developments can be found. Farmers similarly
acquire news when they travel to the centre from their villages to take their
produce to market. In my interviews, an official from Al-Dhayn noted that people were fond of talking about political issues and exchanging news. For this
reason, most people knew about the CPA and DPA and they wanted to know
who would be occupying which political positions in the national, the state or
the local governments, especially if they were Darfurian, or from their respective ethnic groups (Interview I, April 2008).
There is a strong keenness for discussing politics that affect their areas and
the political events in Darfur and further afield. I experienced this on many
social occasions that were not explicitly designed to be interviews, such as
lunch and dinner invitations and weddings in Al-Dhayn. One of the elite of the
ethnic group Birgid claims this is the same in the rural areas:
People in the rural areas talk about the war every day. And they discuss a
lot of things about the peace agreements. They know everything maybe
about the signing of the SLM/a, in the agreement, and the participation
of Mini Minawi in the current government as a result of the Abuja
Agreement.
Interview J, May 2008

The peace process in Abuja started in August 2004 and continued with six
rounds of negotiations until the agreement was signed in May 2006. During
this period there were a series of meetings and negotiations between the government and the rebel movements in the presence of representatives from the
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UN, the AU, the EU, as well as from Libya, Egypt, Chad, Nigeria, Canada, Great
Britain and the United States. A number of traditional leaders joined the last
sessions. Among them were 28 leaders from Darfur, many of who were from
southeast Darfur, including the nazir of the Rizaiqat (Flint and de Waal 2005).
The media provided continuous coverage of the sessions, thereby transferring
information about the process to people in Sudan. The people in southeast
Darfur were extremely interested in what was going on. However, the media at
times used a terminology that was unfamiliar to the people in rural areas. This
made the role of the educated elite in translating the information into local
language and understandings all the more important.
Discussions about the news took place when local people met at social
occasions, in the market, or in the field. The news about the agreement was of
direct and concrete interest to people, for example, helping herders decide
whether to move with their herds northwards or not. Others were following
the news closely because they had left their villages and farms during the war
and they wanted to know if they could go back. The media coverage intensified
after the signing of the agreements. The government used the radio and television to transmit their perspective on the agreement. Meanwhile, the native
administration leaders who came from Abuja reflected their experience
directly to their people (Interview K, May 2008).
After the Abuja Agreement, leaders of the rebel movement similarly used
meetings with local people to present their perspectives. Abdu Al-Rahim, an
ex-member of the SLM and now a member of the SL–FWM, reported on
such meetings. He described how in one meeting, the main speaker had been
Aissa Bahr Al-Din, the head of the Revolutionary Liberation Council (RLC) and
the current deputy of the governor and minster of education in North Darfur
State. Some of the senior leaders of the SLM faction were also present. In his
speech, Aissa Bahr Al-Din explained the content of the DPA. He was address
ing the people of Shag Al-Tabaldi, an area north of Al-Dhayn and promised
that the DPA would change their lives and bring stability and development
to the area. He also said that they as Darfurians would share in the central
government’s wealth and power (Speech by Aissa Bahr Al-Din, Shag Al-Tabaldi,
2005). An omda11 of the group underlined this point. When he I asked him
about people’s understandings of the model of power-sharing, he explained:
The simple people in the villages understood about it more than us.
The rebels came to the villages and held conferences and meetings.
11

‘Omda’ is a position beneath the ‘nazir’, a leader of a group or sub-group who lead an
‘umudiya’.
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The rebels reached every area. They arrived in some areas by arms and in
some others by ideas. They have people in the army, in the [transport]
stations, in the markets. They cover all Darfur.
Interview B, May 2008

Compared with the language used in Abuja or by the media, traditional local
leaders, members and leaders of the rebel movements as well as the elite of the
area used different terms when they spoke to local people. In order to be better
understood they adapted themselves to the context. In discussing the idea of
power-sharing at the level of the villages and nomadic camps, they referred to
the local concept and language by using the term al-’ud instead of using the
Arabic term for power-sharing, iqtisam al-sulta. This is why people often commented or interrupted me when I spoke about power-sharing: “We know it but
here we call it al-’ud”.
The Results of Translating Power-Sharing in Southeast Darfur
Two case studies illustrate the results of the translation of the idea of powersharing in southeast Darfur. The first case study shows how power-sharing has
given rise to new violent conflicts in the area among its ethnic groups. The
second case explains how power-sharing creates splintering, tensions or potential conflict situations between groups and sub-groups. Both cases show that
the intentions of the DPA12 – that is to bring peace and stability to Darfur –
could not be fulfilled.
First Case Study: New Armed Movements and New Conflicts
Before the DPA, the SLM was mainly active in the northern part of southeast
Darfur where the majority of the people are Maaliya, Birgid, Zaghawa, and
there is just a small number of Rizaiqat. SLM fighters were drawn from the
Birgid, the Zaghawa, the Maaliya, but only from some sub-groups of the
Rizaiqat. In general, therefore, the Rizaiqat in the area were considered to have
allied themselves with the government.

12

It has already been noted that several versions of the power-sharing model were implemented in Sudan through peace agreements or governmental policies. They had impacts
in southeast Darfur including the idea of power-sharing. The DPA is part of this process
and the latest version of the model that affected Darfur more directly than the preceding
agreements as it focuses on settling the Darfur conflict.

132

Hadi

This perception changed after the DPA as the view became entrenched that
the agreement had been undertaken between the government and the
Zaghawa. This was a consequence of the SLM having split into two factions in
October and November 2005, the SLM–Abdul Wahid and the SLM–Mini
(Interview E, September 2008). Only the latter signed the agreement. The general interpretation was that the movement had divided along ethnic lines, with
Abdul Wahid representing the Fur. His refusal to sign the agreement was seen
as a reflection of the Fur perspective in the peace talks. This was clear in the
public discourse of other ethnic and rebel groups. And Mini was regarded as
representing the Zaghawa. People thus interpret the DPA as having given
power to the Zaghawa, as represented by Mini. The people in the area call it the
‘SLM–Zaghawa’.
All the groups agreed that the Zaghawa dominated positions of political
power after the DPA and marginalised other groups within the movement such
as the Maaliya, Birgid and Rizaiqat (Interview L, August 2008; Interview M,
April 2008). This perception is not shared by the Zaghawa of the area. While
some do agree that the Zaghawa were favoured, they stress that this was not
the case for all the Zaghawa, but only for specific sub-groups, and many do not
count themselves to be among the privileged (Interview B, May 2008).
Emanating from the Maaliya and the Birgid are accusations that powerful
members of the SLM–Zaghawa assassinated leaders of the Maaliya and the
Birgid before and after the DPA. These accusations are underpinned by the fact
that some leaders from these groups lost their lives in apparently mysterious
accidents during the negotiations in Abuja. Some claim that the Zaghawa were
motivated by wanting to protect their access to political influence through the
agreement (Interview J, May 2008).
The Maaliya’s expectations for gaining power through the DPA were disappointed. Although the Maaliya participated actively in the rebel movements,
especially the SLM, the SLM–Zaghawa rejected the sharing of power with the
Maaliya. They justified this with the claim that the SLM–Zaghawa had protected the Maaliya from Rizaiqat attacks. The background for this is that the
Maaliya and the Rizaiqat are traditional enemies in the region. In the northern
part of southeast Darfur, around Adila, the Maaliya largely joined the SLM,
while the Rizaiqat are generally thought to have joined the government side.
The Zaghawa argue that they fought to protect the Maaliya against their traditional enemies, the Rizaiqat. As a consequence of the neglect by the SLM after
the DPA, in particular for being excluded from political positions, the Maaliya
left the movement. Some of them joined other non-signatory movements such
as the JEM, while others continue as unnamed armed groups. One of their
clans, the Agarba established its own militia and was involved in several battles
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against the SLM in order to push the forces of the movement from their land
(Interview N, May 2008).
The Birgid also played an active role in the SLM. Their case is similar to that
of the Maaliya. They too were snubbed by the SLM and consequently also left
the movement. In addition, the Birgid complain that the SLM–Zaghawa
acquired control over territory that according to customary law belongs to the
Birgid. Their concern grew after the DPA because the SLM–Mini claimed that
almost all land under SLM control and owned by ethnic groups (dars) was now
‘liberated land’ and must come under the authority of the movement (Interview
M, April 2008). This would summarily bring an end to customary law by which
control and political authority was with the respective holder of the dar, in this
case the Birgid. As the movement was composed mainly of Zaghawa after the
fragmenting of the SLM, the move was interpreted as an attempt by the
Zaghawa to take land owned by others.
As a result the Birgid broke away and established a new movement, the
Sudan Liberation Movement/Army–Free Will (SLM/a–FW) (al irada al-hurra)
and confronted the SLM–Zaghawa in a series of bloody battles to drive them
out of the area, especially from the main centres under SLM control – Labado
and Mahajriya in late 2006 (Interview N, September 2008). The government
supported the SLM/a–FW in order to weaken the position of the SLM and the
Zaghawa, a step that negatively affected the SLM on the ground and drove
many of its supporters to other movements. This situation rendered Mini a
weak partner of the government and caused division along ethnic lines within
the movements. Government support also led to rumours that the government
was empowering the Birgid in order to counter the influence of the nazir of the
Rizaiqat, Madibu, because he refused to back the government (Fadul and
Tanner 2007, 307).
Relations between the Birgid and the Rizaiqat were poor before the DPA.
The Rizaiqat accused the Birgid of facilitating the activities of the SLM in the
area, and they clashed openly in 2004. After the DPA and the confrontation
with the SLM–Zaghawa, their relationship improved, although the Rizaiqat
were still less actively involved in fighting, particularly against the SLM–
Zaghawa. The following constellations emerged after the DPA – conflict
between Maaliya and SLM–Zaghawa; Birgid against SLM–Zaghawa; alliances
between Birgid and Maaliya against SLM–Zaghawa; and Rizaiqat supporting
the Birgid.
The experiences of the Southerners in the case of the 2005 CPA, and
the Zaghawa in the case of the 2006 DPA, of achieving a share of power
through rebel movements has reinforced the idea that political power is connected to armed rebellion. This perception has replaced the previously held
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understanding of political power being underpinned by land ownership. An
ex-member of the SLM, and current member of the SLM/a–FW, mentioned
repeatedly that young fighters could not be persuaded to return home because
they did not believe peace would come. He said that they believed that the
government would fail to listen to their voices unless faced with forceful rebellion. They referred to the case of Southern Sudan and the CPA as the guiding
example (Interview M, April 2008).
The continual formation of new localities in South Darfur State by the government is argued by one omda of the Agarba the clan of the Maaliya to be a
factor pushing people towards rebellion. The omda was in a delegation that
met the wali13 in Nyala to inform him of their decision to oppose the merging
of their area with the new locality Assaliya. They demanded their own locality.
He explained:
We demanded a locality and refused to merge with others as usual. This
led to a disagreement with the wali. But he said that our area has to be
subordinated to Assaliya. They always subordinated us to others in order
to exploit our resources. Adila, Al-Dhayn and Assaliya. He said you had
not been rulers yet. Go, go and be rebel. I said to him alright, you are not
the one to show us how to be rebels, we know how to rebel.
Interview O, May 2008

Similarly, man from Adila told me how the Maaliya received their own native
administration in 2004 after the beginning of the rebellion in Darfur in 2003.
He explained:
We were trying for fifteen times during the Al-Ingaz regime to have our
nazara but the government always refused. It is them who guide us to take
arms and lead the Rizaiqat and the Zaghawa and Maaliya to be rebels.
Interview P, May 2008

By this, he means that these groups were pushed into opposition because they
were disappointed by the government. The outcome of this shift in perception
has directed many groups and sub-groups to increase their military strength
and to establish their own armed movements. These groups began setting up
roadblocks and charging fees from the people passing through their areas or
attacked government cars. This contributed significantly to the insecurity in
the area.
13

A state governor.

Power-sharing in southeast Darfur

135

Thus, after the DPA, there were at least nine main armed groups still
active – the SLM/a–Mini faction, the SLM/a–FW, JEM, JEM Peace Wing (Abu
Risha faction), two armed groups in Bahr Al-Arab, one armed group in Assaliya,
one armed group in Al-Fardos, Border Guards (harrs al huduud) and one militia from the Maaliya Agarba in Klikli. Moreover, in Al-Dhayn, the clans of the
Um Dahiya (Ulad Um Salama) and the Um Ahmed established two armed
groups in the wake of the DPA. In addition, large numbers of the Um Ahmed
joined SPLM/a militias that belonged to the government of South Sudan. This
step troubled the National Congress, who, after the CPA, shared power with the
SPLM/a in the government. However, as a result of their uprising, the Um
Dahiya (Ulad Um Salama) and the Um Ahmed controlled the locality of Bahr
Al-Arab in 2006. Another example for the formula (rebellion = share of power)
is that of the Mahamid who established an armed movement in Assaliya and
demanded their own locality, which they received in 2007.
Government policies seem to recognise well-armed groups. The government settles agreements with the strongest armed movements and the movements’ strongest field commanders. This explains why the field commanders
often dismiss the political leaders of their movements and lead negotiations
themselves. Before and after the DPA, field commanders demanded to be given
positions in the political wings of their organisations as they had paid the
heaviest price in the fighting (Interview N, September 2008). The DPA itself is a
good example of this, as the government signed the agreement with Mini, the
strongest field commander at that time.
Thus for many groups, launching or joining a rebel organisation or even
showing a tendency towards rebellion could achieve the aim of being awarded
a native administration, as was the case of Maaliya in 2004. The DPA also
encouraged groups to establish armed movements to achieve the dual aims of
pressing the government for new localities and political positions, and fighting
against other local groups for control and power in areas these groups traditionally controlled.
Second Case Study: New Armed Movements and New Localities
A new ‘critical language’ appeared among the people in southeast Darfur,
which started to develop during the 1990s when the federalism policy was
launched by the government.
People here, in a society based on unquestioning recognition [taslim],
and where aspirations and ambitions are rare … the rules [qawanin]14
14

He refers to the federalism policy.

136

Hadi

created aspirations and ambitions and let people discover that it is possible to aspire and to have ambitions.
Interview C, December 2008

What this administrative officer was saying in a conversation about the local
impact of federalism shows that people in southeast Darfur had tended to be
satisfied with life as it was. Internal changes were rarely seen, for example, concerning traditional institutions such as the dar system or the native administration. However, after the various local governance laws based on federalism
were issued during the 1990s, this awareness changed. A large number of applications for new native administrations on different levels were put to the state
government. It is remarkable that people had the courage to apply for something they dared not imagine previously.
A more courageous language emerged and became dominant among the
groups of the area during and after the peace talks in 2002 and the CPA in 2005.
The contentment of the people had been shaken: “Everyone is now looking for
seeing oneself in the mirror.” I heard this repeatedly in interviews to summarise the new attitude. Everyone was looking to have a share of power in
political positions, both in the government and in the native administration.
A head of the legislative assembly in the area described those days:
The CPA led everyone in the area to move in order to have something. The
people think that the Southerners pressed the government, and won
many benefits in the agreement. Hence, this led the Darfurians to follow
that path and they established the Darfurian movements; in order to
reach the same what the South has got, but the Darfurian movements
developed very fast in comparison to the Southern movement.
Interview Q, September 2008

After the CPA it seemed to be easier for the people to express themselves in
this way because they had as a reference point a model that confirmed their
ideas related to power-sharing during the 1990s. They were encouraged by the
fact that the CPA rendered possible what was long considered an illegitimate
‘criticism’. ‘Demanding rights’ was now accepted as legitimate. Even those
considered on the wrong side of the law – the rebels – were awarded with
positions of power. So people learnt not to fear but to express their demands,
to challenge and act in order to get their share.
This language was intertwined with grievances about injustice, lack of
development and marginalisation. People spoke of the possibility of ruling
themselves and not allowing ‘outsiders’ to occupy political positions in the
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area. Many people mentioned remarks by Massar, the assistant to the president, in which he said: “We as Rizaiqat … it is our right to rule our area. We do
not accept anyone once more to come and rule us.” Thus, in the context of the
2002 peace talks the governor (mutamad) of the area was, for the first time,
someone from Al-Dhayn, from the Ulad Mehimid, the biggest clan of the
Rizaiqat. It was a similar situation in the Adila locality, where the mutamad of
the locality of Adila in 2002 belonged to the Maaliya. The newly established
localities of Bahr Al-Arab (2006) and Assaliya (2007) assigned the respective
governorships to the dominant sub-groups in these areas.
The importance of this point can be illustrated by the case of Musa Al-Selik.
He belongs to the Ulad Mehimid of Al-Dhayn, but was appointed as a governor
for the locality of Bahr Al-Arab at the end of 2006. He was to replace the former
governor who belonged to a sub-group of the Bahr Al-Arab (Um Ahmed). Yet,
the people in Bahr Al-Arab refused outright to accept him as he did not originate from Bahr Al-Arab. In addition, he was perceived as being at odds with the
establishment of the locality because he came from the sub-group of the ‘ruling
family’ of Al-Dhayn. The people threatened to kill him if he came to the area
and he therefore never even visited Bahr Al-Arab. The government then replaced
him with someone from Bahr Al-Arab, from sub-group of the Um Dahiya (Ulad
Um Salama).15 This pattern has continued and has resulted in the splitting
and creation of new localities. Nowadays, all the governors of the four localities
in southeast Darfur are appointed from within their respective locality.
The connection between the CPA and the issue of localities lies in the idea
of sharing power just as the SPLM/a shares power with the northern government. Now, even the national vice-president is a Southerner from the SPLM/a.
In the local context of southeast Darfur, a group or sub-group can demand a
locality in their homeland and a political position in the locality or the state of
South Darfur as a share of power.
The development of open criticism continued with the DPA in 2006. At that
time ‘revolutionary views’ already prevailed among the people. People had
begun to courageously criticise things that they would have feared to mention
in the past. Apart from complaining about the origin of local governors, the
people criticised the dominance of the Ulad Mehimid clan, and more specifically the Madibo family which had been in the native administration
of Al-Dhayn since colonial times. An official from Al-Dhayn confirmed this
15

Later in 2009, the governor was again replaced by a man from Bahr Al-Arab but belonging
to the Um Ahmed sub-group. Consequently, the sub-group Um Dahiya (Ulad Um Salama)
started their attempts to establish the Abu Jabrah locality, which might split later from
Bahr Al-Arab.
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criticism of native administration politics. He gave the example of an old man
belonging to the Um Ahmed from the area of Bahr Al-Arab. The official had
met him in the native court of Al-Dhayn where he was shouting, “We will not
accept to be ruled by the Madibo family; here in Al-Dhayn and there in Bahr
Al-Arab” (Interview R, April 2008). Though the dominance of the Madibo16
family had always been a cause for complaint, the protests were now louder
and more sustained.
New ideas, a more demanding language and revolutionary views now prevailed among the people and demonstrated the arrival of ideas connected to
the power-sharing model. These ideas of power-sharing have been translated
into the local context. Clear indicators for this process are the discussions
about self-rule; the rejection of ‘outsiders’ occupying political positions; new
native administrations; and the formation of delegations to meet the government and demand new localities.
New localities are the path to new political positions. This started with the
DPA negotiations. Table 1 shows the ethnic groups in relation to the two highest
positions in the respective localities – the head of the local legislative assembly
and the mutamad.

Table 1

The distribution of top positions in the localities of southeast Darfur among ethnic
groups and sub-groups.

Localities

Head of local
legislative assembly

Mutamad (governor)

Groups or sub-groups
sharing power

Al-Dhayn
Bahr Al-Arab

Um Dahiya
(Ulad Um Salama)
Um Ahmed

Assaliya

Maaliya-Agarba17

Um Dahiya
(Ulad Mehemid)
Um Dahiya
(Ulad Um Salama)
Al-Mahamid

Adila

Maagla

Um Kraim

Ulad Mehemid,
Ulad Um Salama
Um Ahmed,
Um Dahiya
Al-Mahamid,
Maaliya, Birgid,
Zaghawa
Um Kraim, Maagla

16

17

A member of the Madibo family was appointed by the colonial administration as the
leader (nazir) of the native administration of the Rizaiqat. Since that time the nazir has
always been someone from the Madibo family.
The Maaliya subgroup Agarba represents the Maaliya, Zaghawa, and Birgid in this
locality.
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The demands did not stop at this point. The number of ethnic sub-groups
calling for their own locality is growing. Among them are the Um Ahmed and
the Ulad Um Salama (Um Dahiya) in Bahr Al-Arab, Al-Mahamid in Assaliya,
Al-Nawayba in Al-Fardos, Al-Agarba in Klekli, and Al-Khawabir in Abu Karinka.
The Rizaiqat as the largest group even asked for a state. A sheikh18 from
Al-Dhayn stated: “The locality now is the demand of all the people. People now
are enlightened. Every one demands his rights. Everyone wants to see himself
in the mirror” (Interview S, May 2008). Seeing oneself in the mirror means to
have power. To have a locality means power and wealth. The head of the legislative assembly in one of the localities in the area described these sentiments:
The locality gives you the choice and the chance to practise power. The
administrative unit19 is not a unit of power. It has no legislative assembly.
It has not the right to endorse a financial approval. People are looking for
the source of the power for taking a decision concerning development,
education and so on. Therefore people demand the localities
Interview Q, September 2008.

A locality is an effective unit for decision-taking processes, with a direct link to
the governor of the South Darfur state in Nyala. A further illustration is provided by a lawyer from Al-Dhayn:
In order to have services20 you must have a locality. The common understanding is that when you have a political representation on the level of
the constitutional institutions, you can demand the people’s rights
directly from the state. Thus, any administrative unit’s dream is to be a
locality so as to enjoy the services.
Interview T, May 2008

Due to this belief the number of localities rose from one locality in 1997 to 10
localities in 2010 in southeast Darfur alone.
As other group units have already presented their applications for new
localities to the responsible authorities, the number of localities is expected to
grow to at least eight in southeast Darfur, with each locality dominated by one
sub-group.
18
19
20

The sheikh is a village or a nomadic camp leader at the lowest level of the native
administration.
Each locality in the area is divided into several administrative units.
Services include such basic needs as water, electricity, health centres, police offices and
schools.
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Table 2

The increase of localities in southeast Darfur

Year

Locality21

Number of localities

Prior to 1997
1998
2006
2007
2010

Al-Dhayn
Al-Dhayn and Adila
Al-Dhayn, Adila and Bahr Al-Arab
Al-Dhayn, Adila, Bahr Al-Arab and Assaliya
Al-Dhayn, Adila, Bahr Al-Arab, Assaliya,
Al-Fardos, Abu Karinka and Abu Jabrah

1
2
3
4
7

It is important here to mention that while new native administrations and
localities are the path to new political positions for groups which are not facing
problems relating to land (dars), for those which have no territory, the new
native administrations and localities are important for more than access to
political positions, the prime concern here is to secure dars. For groups in
South Sudan without dar, it is important to establish a new native administration recognised by the government, and to have an official administrative unit
such as a locality in order for the dar to be awarded by the government.22 As
Takana stated:
For the new native administrations, looking for Dar rights is the prime
concern. The techniques to achieve that end are numerous. Past examples in this respect showed that when a native tribal administration
acquires an official administrative unit like a province or commissionerate, then a tribal Dar is the final reward.
Takana 2008, 15

This explains why a new locality is a source of conflict, because the groups who
have the dars fear that the establishment of a locality can be a step towards
giving another group a dar, which means a reduction of their lands and power.
In addition to this, South Darfur was divided into localities and administrative
units in line with the policy of federalism in the 1990s. However, from the outset the localities and administrative units were politicised along ethnic lines
for the sake of political convenience. As Takana argued: “As a reward, the
21
22

Before 2003 ‘locality’ (‘mahaliya’) was named ‘province’ (‘muhafaza’).
Examples for this in South Darfur the cases of the groups of Hamdania Reziegat and
Targum and particularly in southeast Darfur the case of the Maaliya.
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supposedly loyal tribes (groups) were warranted legal provinces…. The traditional dars of the groups were converted into legally warranted administrative
bodies” (ibid., 10). When it comes to new localities, however, the drawing of
boundaries presents another source of tension. They may for example break
up a piece of land or a village from a group homeland to add it to a new locality
established for another group.23
The government responded positively to this drive to establish new native
administrations and new localities. Its discourse revolves around the need to
‘shorten the centre’s administrative shadow’ over the vast areas of Sudan and
to divide power among the states and the lower administrative units in order
to enhance the participation of people in power (Omer 1995, 210). However,
other aims in addition to these can be suggested. First, is to weaken the strongest groups of the area, particularly those historically loyal to the opposition,
the Umma party. An elite member of Madibo family, for example, described
the government’s politics in this way: “If the government gives the Rizaiqat
[a province] although it does not have the necessary components for that, it
aims to weaken the Rizaiqat’s influence … because the Rizaiqat of South Darfur
did not involve at all in the war”. He hints here at the reaction of the government to the Rizaiqat’s decision not to fight against the rebel movements. He
continued: “The government has divided the Rizaiqat from inside, when it
divided them into localities and gave the Nawayba and Al-Mahamid different
localities” (Recorded lecture, March 2009).
Second, the localities and the native administrations are handed out for
political reasons. When a group begins to show a tendency to rebellion and
establishes an armed group, attempts are made to satisfy their grievances by
giving them a locality. The hope is that these groups will not then side with the
government’s enemies, and may even be persuaded to join the government
against other rebellious movements. As it guarantees access to effective power,
the locality is the most frequently demanded administrative unit. Yet, as already
mentioned, the Rizaiqat demand their own state on the grounds that they were
the leading Arabic group in all of Darfur. Demands such as this are accompanied by feelings of injustice and grievance. The Rizaiqat are convinced that
their size warrants a commensurate form of representation. They regard a state
as facilitating a direct link to the central government and removing the
23

With the end of British colonial administration in 1955, the demarcation and fixing of
tribal dars in Darfur was over. A group either had a dar or did not. The groups who had
land stick to the demarcation of the British colonial administration, while the groups who
could have land from the national regimes through establishing new native administrations and new localities, argue that the boundaries of the new localities constitute dars.
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constraints that come with being only part of the state of South Darfur.
Autonomy would also allow them to manage their resources to their own
advantage.
During the first months of 2009 the state government of South Darfur presented the proposal for a new state to the legislative assembly. Following this,
the central government declared that Darfur would get two additional states,
and one of them would be Al-Dhayn State. The president confirmed this during his visit to the area in April 2009.
This promise from the government came shortly after the International
Criminal Court’s accusation that the government was committing war
crimes and crimes against humanity in Darfur. The president’s declaration can
therefore be interpreted as looking for support among Darfurians to send a
message to the international community that there is support for government
in the region. The loyalty of the Rizaiqat was particularly sought. Due to their
strength, their support of the government would be crucial if there were moves
for an international intervention in Darfur. This proposal was met with strong
opposition from the other large groups in the region, especially the Birgid and
the Maaliya, which has triggered new tensions in the area.
My analysis shows that the intensification of the dual tendencies of creating
new political positions and establishing new localities are direct results of the
increased awareness given to the idea of sharing power and wealth, triggered
by the peace negotiations and agreements.
Conclusion
The idea of power-sharing has travelled from an international context to
Sudan. I have described in this chapter the different stages of the translation of
power-sharing into the southeast Darfur context. The main translators have
been international experts and organisations who acted as mediators between
the government of Sudan and the rebel movements in the different peace
negotiations.
I have focused on the years before and during the implementation of the
CPA and the DPA and showed that the agreements affected the ideas of the local
people and influenced their terms of expression. This manifests in the high
number of applications for new native administrations and lobbying for new
localities, which are connected to positions in the political administration and
to the process of having dar for landless groups. The people have been encouraged to demand changes and to no longer accept conditions as they are.
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The DPA confirmed and further strengthened the idea of power-sharing.
Different groups secured political positions after they had established armed
movements or obtained military capabilities like the SPLM/a in the context of
the CPA. People assumed that a group such as the Zaghawa in Darfur would not
have received the political positions they presently hold under ‘normal circumstances’ – that is, before the DPA. The new model thus transports the message that power-sharing is related to rebellion and military power. While
landownership was the path to political power and political positions before
the DPA, now the new model enables some groups without land into positions
of political power, or offers them the conditions required for the acquisition of
land. This has triggered fears regarding boundaries, especially of those groups
who did not form their own rebel movements. Some, therefore, established
armed movements only subsequently in order to fight for their land, while others pressed the government to create new localities or native administrations
for them. From the government’s perspective, the new model facilitated the
policy of divide and rule, enabling it to acquire new supporters and discourage
the formation of new rebel groups.
In southeast Darfur, power-sharing was accepted because a local notion of
power-sharing facilitated the idea’s translation and localisation. In translation
processes, the name of the local model is used for the new idea so that people
can understand and accept it. The local model al-’ud, however – in contrast to
power-sharing – has not led to an increase in local tensions, because it facilitated the distribution of power among the groups and sub-groups in a way that
did not lead to greater competition as al-’ud guarantees that each group will
have its turn (a rotating form of power-sharing). However, when positions are
limited and there are many groups sharing the power, each group might have
to wait for years for its turn. And some groups might never get the chance to
rule because they did not have a homeland or they were considered newcomers or to represent a minority that should be integrated into a larger group
present in the area.
Both the external and the local model share the principle of the distribution
of power. The difference is that the new external model gives many groups the
chance to gain positions of power or to fulfil the conditions for the acquisition
of land that were not available in the classic al-’ud model. With the al-’ud
model, those without land cannot change the situation. With the external
model, groups do not need their own land in order to get a position in
the native administration. They also do not have to wait their turn. Instead,
according to the new external model, land can be acquired and new positions
can be created at any time.
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The classical rotating form of power-sharing, al ‘ud, provides for four different options: (1) having a position on its own; (2) sharing positions with others;
(3) waiting for positions in turn; and (4) remaining without positions because
of not having access to land. As a result of the translation process there is now
a fifth option, which is outside of the rotation – the acquisition of land and
accordingly positions of authority and the creation of new positions.
The result of the translation is the manifestation of the idea in action. These
actions are indicators of the localisation process of the idea. The case study
shows the emergence of a ‘critical language’ connected to ideas that triggered
actions around the demand of various groups for a share of power in political
positions. This is expressed on the ground by the establishment of armed
movements, new localities and new native administrations. These innovations
lead to instability, tension and violent conflict among ethnic groups and their
various sub-sections, which is contrary to the stability and peace which were
the intended outcomes of the model of power-sharing.
Interviews
Interview A. Farmer from Abu Jabrah, Bahr Al-Arab locality, September 2008.
Interview B. Omda of a group in Al-Dhayn locality, May 2008.
Interview C. An administrative officer, Nyala, South Darfur, December 2008.
Interview D. Official 1 at the University of Omdurman, Al-Dhayn, April 2008.
Interview E. SLM/a leaders, Al-Dhayn , September 2009.
Interview F. Group of native leaders and local people, Adila, September 2009.
Interview G. Nazir of the Rizaiqat, May 2008.
Interview H. Omda of a group in Al-Dhayn locality, September 2008.
Interview I. Official 2 at the University of Omdurman, Al-Dhayn , April 2008.
Interview J. Leader of Birgid, Al-Dhayn , May 2008.
Interview K. Ex-teacher from Al-Dhayn , May 2008.
Interview L. University lecturer, Khartoum, August 2008.
Interview M. Ex-SLM/a, SLM/a–FW leader, Birgid, April 2008.
Interview N. Ex-SLM/a, SLM/a–FW leader, Birgid, September 2008.
Interview O. Omda of a group in Assaliya locality, May 2008.
Interview P. Citizen of Adila locality, May 2008.
Interview Q. Head of a legislative assembly in a locality, September 2008.
Interview R. Official 3 at University of Omdurman, Al-Dhayn , April 2008.
Interview S. Sheikh of a group in Al-Dhayn locality, May 2008.
Interview T. Lawyer from Al-Dhayn locality, May 2008.
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Chapter 6

Travelling Ideologies and the Resurgence of
Traditional Institutions in Post-1991 Ethiopia
Dejene Gemechu
Introduction
This chapter presents the revitalisation of traditional institutions in conflict
management in the context of post-1991 Ethiopian ethnic federalism. Ethiopia
introduced an ethnic-linguistically based federal model as a mechanism for
accommodating diversity as the regime aimed at conflict management and
transformation in the multi-ethnic state of Ethiopia. Whether the new
Ethiopian federal model has mitigated or exacerbated ethnic conflict is a matter of debate. Some empirical studies indicate that contrary to its ideal,
Ethiopian federation has resulted in a variety of intra- and inter-ethnic conflicts (Kefale 2010; Adugna 2009; Gemechu 2007). This case study presents
conflicts among the Borana, Guji and Gabra in the political environment of the
post-1991 politicisation of ethnicity.
Since 1999 there have been new types of conflict among these groups that
are different from traditional inter-clan conflicts over pastoral resources. The
groups have competed over territory and demanded separate units of administration as a marker of being a separate cultural group. Pertinent to this situation, the chapter focuses on the role of the Gada1 system in relation to the
Allona Peace Conference. In April 2007, the Ethiopian Red Cross Society organised this conference in co-operation with local administration in the Borana
administrative zone2 of Oromia National Regional State3 (hereafter Oromia
NRS) in Southern Ethiopia.
Using the idea of ‘translation’, this chapter responds to the following questions: Where did the Ethiopian model of federalism come from? Who are the
1 The Gada system is an encompassing traditional and political system of the Oromo. For
details see Legesse (1973).
2 Zones are units of administration immediately below the regional state.
3 National regional state refers to a federal unit established after the introduction of Ethiopian
ethnic federalism, mostly the nomenclature of the respective states is based on the name of
the dominant ethnic group in the region.
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actors playing the intermediary role in translating the idea from its origin to
the Ethiopian context? What rhetoric do the translators employ in legitimising
the idea? What are the challenges and opportunities in using the Gada system
in addressing inter-group conflicts?
A Brief Overview of the Ethiopian Ethnic-Based Federalism and Its
Ideological base
To understand the motives, actors and rhetoric behind the introduction of the
federal system, a brief overview of modern Ethiopian state formation and the
subsequent ethnic tensions is required. Modern Ethiopia, as a multicultural
state, was established by the late nineteenth-century war of aggression of the
Abyssinian imperial rulers from the north. Following the formation of this state,
the successive ruling classes brought different ethnic groups under persistent
pressure of assimilation, which was promoted vigorously in the name of national
integration (Markakis 1991, 23). This policy resulted in ethnic and religious
inequalities which triggered resistance and nationalist movements that involved
demands for the right to self-determination. These movements led to the collapse of the imperial regime of Haile Selassie in 1974. Seventeen years later a
coalition of ethnic-based political organisations called the Ethiopian People’s
Revolutionary Front (EPRDF) defeated the socialist regime (called the Derg)
that had followed Haile Selassie and came to power in May 1991. The EPRDF
government promised to break with the past and to establish a new society
giving equality and unconditional rights to ethnic groups (Gudina 2006, 127).
The recognition of ethnic diversity became the central principle of the
EPRDF. The regime established a federal state structure based on ethniclinguistic criteria (FDRE Constitution 1995, article 46). It also gave unconditional rights, including secession, to every nation, nationality and people
within the state. Nine member states of the federation were created, whose
nomenclatures also mainly coincide with the names of the dominant ethnolinguistic groups in the state. In the multi-ethnic states of Ethiopia, the federal
arrangement is praised as one of the institutional tools for accommodating
diversity, addressing the question of nationalities through the basic principle
of self-determination and lifting ethnic tensions (see Habtu 2005). The basic
assumption has been that people were fighting for the right to use their languages, to develop their cultures, and the right to self-administration. Granting
these rights was supposed to stop war and to ensure future peace and stability.
In addressing the question of nationality, the Ethiopian ruling party appealed
to Marxist-Leninist political ideology, especially Stalin’s theory of nationalities
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(see Turton 2006, 2; Habtu 2005, 317; Kefale 2010). Stalin (1913, 15) discussed the
question of nationalities in the context of the socialist ideology. He underscored
the need to guarantee the right to self-determination, including secession, to
nations as a precondition for peaceful coexistence. The 1977 USSR constitution
(chapter 8, article 70) established a federal multinational state on the principle
of socialist federalism, in which each Union Republic was guaranteed the right
to secede from the USSR. Subsequent to the Russian Revolution and the expansion of socialism the idea became so popular that it turned into a globally circulating model that has been translated in different places outside Russia. This
model has been praised in Ethiopia since the 1960s. It was, however, not implemented by the Ethiopian socialist regime (1974–91), but has been implemented
in a quite different context since 1991. As Habtu (2005, 317) shows, there are three
major distinctions between the present Ethiopian situation and the former
USSR – Ethiopia is not currently a socialist country, the Ethiopian ruling party is
not a socialist party, and neither does Ethiopia have a single-party system.
Different agents are involved in the process of translating ideas at different
levels. According to Merry (2006, 39), the intermediaries are both state and
non-state polities, such as community leaders, NGOs, INGOs and social movement activists. They work between the different levels and translate ideas from
one locality to another and connect transnationally circulating discourses and
particular social contexts. In doing so, they negotiate between different systems of meaning. In the Ethiopian federal system the process of translation
has been done at national, regional and local levels. At the national level the
intermediary role was played by the Ethiopian ethnic-based movements established in the 1970s when the socialist ideology was so popular internationally.
Gudina (2006, 127), Kefale (2010) and Habtu (2005, 322) have traced the ideological precursors of the ethnic-based federal model of the EPRDF to the 1960s
and 1970s. They underline that nationalist movements in Ethiopia were based
on the then popular Marxist-Leninist ideology and its conception of ‘the national
question’. The Tigray People’s Liberation Front (TPLF), which is at the core of
EPRDF and architect of the translation, was established as an ethnic-based front
in 1975. It was a movement fighting for the right to self-determination of the
Tigrians. The TPLF placed emphasis on ethnic issues as a fundamental issue in
Ethiopian politics, and they have been influenced by the formerly popular
Russian model of federation. The coming to power of the EPRDF in 1991 marked,
so to say, the true implementation of the Marxist solution to the national question through the secession of Eritrea and the establishment of ethnic-based
federal units. Domination of ethnic-based political organisations and the
recognition of local languages and empowering of traditional institutions are
some of the features of this model.
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Translating Models Through Local Symbols: The Gada System in
the Ethiopia Federal System
Promoting the role of traditional institutions, which Buur and Kyed (2007, 2)
termed ‘retraditionalization’, has come to the fore in the post–Cold War political context. A similar process of promoting local institutions has become part
of the new Ethiopian political arena. The federal model is translated and trickles down to the local level by way of local symbols, practices, languages and
institutions through the intermediary role of party politics, regional states,
NGOs and local leaders. For instance, the Afar have taken advantage of experimentation involving a mix of customary and state constructs in local governance. In a similar context, guurti, the Somali have reinstituted the council of
clan leaders at different administrative tiers. The members of the guurti advise
on policy and receive monthly salaries for their services (Unruh 2006).
The use of local symbols and language is quite clear in the case of Oromia
NRS, which adopted Gada regalia and terminologies at regional state level. The
legislative organ of Oromia NRS is called caffee Oromia, where the term caffee
refers to the general assembly of the Gada system. Traditionally, the Gada
‘assemblies’ are held under a tree called oda (sycamore tree), which is used by
the regional state on its flag and emblem. Furthermore, the regional state has
adopted all the colours of its flag from the ritual banner of the Gada called
faajjii or baqala-faajjii. Through these measures the regional state government
has reinforced Gada, which had been weakened since the formation of modern Ethiopia. The system has been reinstituted in different parts of Oromia.
Gada is an age-old traditional political system of the Oromo at the centre of
their history and worldview. The post-1991 politicisation of ethnicity has been
accompanied by a growing discourse about the Gada as a symbol of the Oromo
nation and Oromo unity. It is a dominant symbol, often used to mark Oromoness (Oromummaa). Given this perception, the Oromia NRS’s government
picked and praised this system’s unifying symbols and values in an attempt to
politically mobilise the Oromo behind its idea. By symbolically attaching the
NRS of Oromia with the Gada system and with the Oromo as such, the state is
‘fetching legitimacy’ for the new idea from the Oromo. This is thus one way of
translating the idea of self-determination and respect for one’s own culture,
which is at the centre of ethnic federalism, and thereby to ensure its appeal
and acceptance. The translators seek local meanings of the transnational idea
and thus fix it into the local setting and create an impression that the idea is
actually ‘part of their culture’. Similar instances are found in Chapter 5 and
Chapter 8 of this volume. In Sudan, local communities interpreted the national
policy of power-sharing during the country’s transition period as al-’ud, a
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concept that draws on Southern Darfur’s prevailing culture and is at the basis
of local translations of the national model. Spencer (Chapter 8) indicates that
in Sierra Leone and Liberia the ‘Talking Drum’, which refers to the West African
musical instrument, is used as a cultural reference point and a local link to the
notion of free expression. David Snow (1986; cited in Merry 2006, 41) calls such
an approach ‘framing’. Framing is a way of packaging and presenting ideas in
different contexts. Core ideas are framed or assigned meanings with the aim of
mobilising potential supporters and demobilising opponents. The act of framing is done in the context of a given individual culture in terms of local symbols and languages. Gada symbols and terminologies are instrumentally used
in legitimising the ideas of identity, self-government and autonomy, and the
revitalisation of local values and institutions in the context of the new federal
model in Ethiopia.
Promoting the role of traditional institutions is further backed by an
emerging NGO discourse which emphasises grassroot participation. During the
post–Cold War era NGOs flourished as relatively new international actors with
the role of supporting states and international organisations in democratisation processes in general and in conflict management in particular. The work
of Hagmann and Mulugeta (2008) indicates that with the rise of the peacebuilding agenda in international development, many local and international
NGOs have made conflict resolution a priority. They organise numerous conflict resolution and awareness-raising workshops, pay per diems for participation, and arrange transportation for customary leaders to encourage them to
attend peace meetings related to inter-ethnic clashes.
The Allona Peace Conference is one of the empirical examples of NGO
intervention in conflict management in Ethiopia. This happened in cooperation with the Ethiopian government and was in line with the country’s
use of traditional institutions in the context of post-1991 ethnic federalism.
However whether these models are a panacea or not is still an important question. At a theoretical level, there is no consensus as to whether or not federalism in general and the Ethiopian model in particular can be a way of
accommodating ethnic diversity and mitigating ethnic conflict (Tutron 2006;
Fiseha 2006). However, there is a general consensus among academia that the
Ethiopian federal arrangement stands at a crossroads (Fiseha 2006, 138) – with
both optimistic and pessimistic perspectives (see Kymlicka 2006, 33). Practical
instances indicate that the restructuring of the country along ethnic lines and
the establishment of a close link between ethnicity and different forms of entitlements brought to the politico-legal arena the issue of which group belongs
to which wider ethnic group (Kefale 2010). In this context, different ethnic
groups have been struggling to win recognition as separate ethnic groups that
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claim and counter-claim a particular identity. Recognition, in turn, has farreaching implications for the status of the group in macro- and micro-politics.
It entails access to state resources and power. In response, ethnic groups strive
not only for recognition per se, but also for guarantees of a sort of self-administration. Establishing ethnically defined units of administration implies that
the ethnic group after which the unit is named is a dominant ethnic-linguistic
group and the ‘owner’ of the unit. Such contestations that can be both violent
and peaceful are taken up and used in efforts to maximise group interests.
Vaughan (2006) and Feyissa (2006) who studied the Southern Nation,
Nationalities and Peoples Regional State (SNNPRS) and the Gambela Regional
State respectively, provided empirical evidence on how the implementation of
Ethiopian ethnic-based federalism has caused some forms of ethnic violence
in these parts of the country. Other chapters in this volume discuss similar
instances. Paradoxically, some travelling models have generated different
forms of conflict at the zones of translation. To come back to the example of
Spencer (Chapter 8), he shows that the translation of the Western model of
freedom of expression into the local contexts of Sierra Leone and Liberia bears
the potential to generate new conflicts. Similarly, Mutasim (Chapter 6) indicates that the model of power-sharing has caused further fragmentations and
competition among already fragmented groups in Southern Darfur over power
and resources. In line with this, this chapter will emphasise how the translation of ethnic federalism has caused new forms of conflict among the Borana,
Guji and Gabra and how these new conflicts in turn challenge the model of
ethnic federalism itself.
Post-1991 Conflicts Among the Borana, Guji and Gabra: The
Background for the Allona Peace Conference
The Borana, Guji and Gabra are neighbouring Oromo-speaking groups inhabiting southern Ethiopia and northern Kenya. The Borana and the Gabra are
predominantly pastoralists, while the Guji are mainly agro-pastoralists with
some pastoralists in the lowlands. The Borana and the Guji are major branches
of the Oromo nation. Following the politicisation of ethnicity in Ethiopia, the
identity of the Gabra, whether they are Oromo or Somali, became an object of
contention among the Gabra themselves, and between the Gabra and their
neighbours (see also Kefale 2010; Adugna 2009).
The conflict between the Borana and Guji has a lengthy history. They use
the term sidii meaning ‘enemies’ in referring to each other. Ritual killing and
cattle raiding between the two groups were common in the past, but these
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were violently controlled during the Derg period (1974–91). While the two
groups were involved in a large-scale war in the power vacuum after the fall of
the Derg regime, conflict between them was thought to have decreased with
Oromo unity and the introduction of ethnic federalism after 1991. But quite to
the contrary, increasing group cleavages in combination with the former history of enmity led to a revival in tensions between the two groups between
1999 and 2002. From the 1991 formation of Oromia NRS until 2002, the Borana,
Guji and Gabra together constituted the Borana zone which was one of the
Oromia zones. The Guji were dissatisfied with the nomenclature of the zone,
since they are a numerically significant majority and economically more powerful, occupying a significant portion of the zone. They lobbied strongly for the
formation of a separate Guji zone. Finally the new Guji zone was established
separately from the former encompassing Borana zone.
Two basic factors contributed to the formation of the new Guji zone – identity and structural factors, both of which are relevant to ethnic federalism. The
first was connected to the Guji’s demand for recognition as a separate Oromo
group that was distinct from the Borana. For the Guji the nomenclature of the
zone favoured Borana identity and guaranteed the Borana ownership of the
zone administration. Equally important were the aspirations of Guji elites to
run the new administrative unit for better access to resources and political
space in Oromia and the federal state. The second factor was related to the
government’s interest in dividing the zone for administrative convenience. The
size of the former Borana zone was significantly larger than the region’s other
administrative zones and made further division attractive for administrative
purposes. This was a golden opportunity both for the Guji to insist on a separate Guji zone and for the regional state to respond positively to this request
without overtly disclosing that inter-group tensions might have been a driving
force behind the formation of the new zone.
When the new Guji zone was established in 2002 as an entirely separate
offshoot of the former Borana zone, the process was intended to improve tensions between the two groups. But another problem was instantly born. The
new zone was delimited based on geographical setting rather than the identities of the two groups. The majority of the Borana thus complained that the
new demarcation left some Borana ritual sites inside the Guji zone. The Guji,
too, had cause for complaint as a large number of the Guji who inhabit
resource-rich Guji areas were left under the administration of the Borana
zone. The Gujis’ complaints led to an official demand for the formation of an
additional Guji zone. This was met with furious opposition from the Borana.
Subsequent to the official request, conflict over territory flared up between the
two groups, which finally developed into full-fledged war in June 2006. Despite
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their common wider ethnic identity as Oromo, the two groups have competed
over territory and power in relation to their local-level identities. The source of
tension was not the formation of the second Guji zone per se, but where to
demarcate the boundary of the new zone. The Borana pastoralists feared the
loss of grazing land. Similarly, Guji pastoralists were afraid of losing access to
basic pastoral resources. Both groups evaluated the benefits and losses relating to the formation of a second Guji zone in terms of access to pastoral
resources.
The Gabra have shared a long history with the Borana and the Guji and relations between the Borana and Gabra have alternated between alliance and
conflict, peace and war according to the changing circumstances. These groups
have shared a common language, pastoral resources and they have been linked
through different ritual gift exchanges. On the other hand, they practiced ritual
raiding and killing. Apart from this, the recent history of overt violent confrontations between the Borana and Gabra can be traced back to the Ethio–Somalia
war of 1977–78, often called Ogaden war. During this war the Gabra joined
Somali groups and fought for the Republic of Somalia while the majority of the
Borana fought for the Ethiopian state. Following the demise of the socialist
regime in 1991, conflict between the two groups was revived, which continued
throughout the second half of 1991 and the first half of 1992. The conflict led to
mass displacement and loss of lives (see Bassi 2004). The Gabra, who inhabited
the northern part of their common territory, took refuge with the Guji. Here
they stayed until in May 2005 conflict broke out between the Guji and Gabra.
The 2005 war between the Gabra and Guji was the first war in the history of the
two groups and was directly linked to group territoriality and the controversial
identity of the Gabra.
Following the recognition of ethnicity as a guiding principle in accessing
power, the question of identity has become a significant issue in political activity in the region. In this context, the Gabra have had two options in their group
identification, to be either Oromo or Somali. The Oromo-ness or Somali-ness
of the Gabra is important, for it has everything to do with the position of the
Gabra vis-à-vis others at the national, regional and local levels, and their access
to resources and power in the two regions (Oromia and Somali national
regional states). However, at the wider group level the identity of the Gabra has
been caught between the two options. Individuals have taken either of the two
identities through personal decisions. Claiming one of the two identities at
their disposal follows the logic of emphasising what an individual feels to be
his or her most relevant identity marker. The emphasis given to each marker
changes along with the changing circumstances and the particular identity
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one asserts (see Adugna 2009; Kefale 2010). Identity claims also rely on the
merit of making the claim. The Gabra have used local institutions at their disposal as political performances of identity (see Adugna 2009). They had for
example the Taliya (council of Gabra elders, which fits well with the Somali
guurti) and the Gada system (which fits into the Oromo political system). The
Taliya has been abandoned for some time and the Gada system had been
weakened since the 1960s. However, in the post-1991 situation both were
revived as markers of opposing versions of identity of the Gabra. Taliya was
reinstituted in 1996 and was used to widen the gap between the Gabra and
other Oromo groups. The Gabra have been represented by Taliya in guurti (the
council of Somali clan leaders). Taliya has been used as a formal and institutional channel that links the Gabra to the Somali NRS. In 2006 Gada was
restarted to counteract the Taliya institution. This has been used as an indicator of the Oromo-ness of the Gabra.
This controversial identity has implications in relation to the boundary
contestation between Oromia and Somali national regional states which
has been ongoing since 1994. The two regions have contested territories,
including Moyale town (a border town which serves as an entry point to
Kenya) (Kefale 2010). Some of these territories are under competing administrative units of both regions without any boundary demarcation. The
Gabra have been competing along ethnic lines and have claimed ethnic
ownership of those contested territories. In the mean time, those Gabra
who claim Oromo identity have been struggling for the recognition of the
Gabra as a culturally distinct entity to their neighbours, the Borana and
Guji. As an indicator of this they have demanded a Gabra district administration named after them as a ‘mini mother state’. This request was partly
the domino effect of the formation of the separate Guji zone. The Gabra
followed a similar principle in requesting their separate woreda administration. However given the ongoing debate around the Gabra’s identity the
request faced ferocious resistance from both the Guji and Borana. In this
case, the request involves a territorial claim not only among the three
groups within Oromia NRS, but also between Oromia and Somali regional
states as the identity of the Gabra has wavered between Oromo and Somali.
Tension persisted among the three groups, especially from May 2005 to
mid-2007. Since 1991, the ethnic regionalisation of Ethiopia has exacerbated conflict among the Gabra, Borana and Guji as they tried to make use
of the new policies in their competition for pastoral and state resources. It
was in response to these tensions and conflict among the three groups that
the Allona Peace Conference was organised.
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The Allona Peace Conference4
The Allona Peace Conference, named after the place it was held, took place
on 24–25 April 2007, and was organised by the Ethiopian Red Cross Society in
co-operation with local government. The conference was aimed principally
at managing the recent conflicts among the three groups through traditional
mechanisms in combination with formal law. The participants of the conference
were Gada leaders from the three groups, Qallu,5 representatives of the Ethiopian
Red Cross Society, NGOs, administrators from the Guji and Borana zones,
administrators from the neighbouring SNNPRS districts and Somali NRS,
representatives of concerned departments such as the police, the office of
the prosecutor, the court, a band of musicians (the Gumii Gayoo Band) from
the Borana zone, representatives of neighbouring Somali clans, and relevant
civil servants.
The major events of the conference were blessings and prayer, songs,
speeches, extensive and thorough discussions, decisions and elections. I categorise these events into three parts. In the first category were blessings and prayer,
singing, preliminary speeches, reports and orientation. Claims and counterclaims, expressions of ideas by the participants make up the second part, and
the last part dealt with decisions and the election of a peace committee.
The conference was officially opened by a bless-giving ceremony and prayer
conducted by the Gada leaders. The blessing and prayer conveyed the impression that the conference belonged to the Gada. Culturally, prayers and blessings serve as a channel through which the creator (waaqa), on which the
human world depends for its welfare, subsistence, peace and fertility, communicates from above with man (Gemechu 2007). Power in the hands of the Gada
leaders is derived basically from their mandate to perform important rituals
that are believed to be the sources of fertility, peace and prosperity (Baxter
1994). The Gada leaders are also ritual leaders and moral persons (Baxter 1994;
Legesse 1973). The power of the leaders is rejuvenated through these ritual performances of prayers and blessings. In this process of using local institutions in
conflict management the organisers looked for cultural values to make the
conference attractive and more easily acceptable to the local people.
Prior to the prayer and blessing the Gumii Gayoo Band presented a peace
song with deeply emotive content focusing on the close relations among the
4 Information on the Allona Peace Conference was secured from a video film of the conference
filmed by the Ethiopian Red Cross society, interviews of the participants and participation at
different post-conference forums, such as the monthly meetings of the peace committee.
5 Oromo traditional religious leader.
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three groups and labelling the war as ‘the war of three brothers’. The song
served as an introduction to the expected outcome of the conference. The
following are some of the verses of the song:
bu’aa mal nuu qabaa?
obboleeyyan garaa, wal ajjechaa dhiisaa
seenaan keenna inbada
soddaa kee ajjeefta misaan manatti gala
keessanii dhoowwaa abbotii gadaa
Gujii fi Borana, Gabra hundi dhagayaa
bishaanifi marra namuu waliin qaba
dhaga’i yaa namaa
wal ajjechaa dhiisaa maqaan keenna in
bada
dimokiraasii argannee
kunoo motummaa qabna
dubbachuu indandeessa waltajjii si bana

What do we benefit?
You brothers, kill each other not
War spoils our history
You kill and go home with a trophy
You, Gada leaders tell them killing is
forbidden
Please, Borana, Guji and Gabra all listen
Resources are all common
Oh! Listen people
Stop killing each other, for it spoils
our face
Democracy is secured
We have our government
Speak, you have the right

The event depicted singing as instrumental not only in transmitting ideas in a
very emotive and touching way but also in translating globally circulating ideas
to the local level. In the above verses the singers used the Oromo term
dimokraasii from English ‘democracy’ and referred to some of its values such as
freedom of expression and the need for tolerance in addressing problems
through discussion. Democratisation is particularly important in managing
conflicts through government institutions, which the singers were referring to,
and value systems such as trust and tolerance that make non-violent ways of
conflict management possible. The form of the song was traditional; meanwhile, the analysis of its content turns out to be the pure reversal of tradition.
It advocates peace using the form previously used for praising the killers. The
band sang about the unity of the three groups using the form formerly used to
encourage deep group cleavages. The local band, named after a famous Gada
assembly of the Borana called gumii gayo, was used to translate the idea of
democracy in that particular context. The use of song in translation processes
is depicted well in Chapter 8 of this volume. The chapter describes how in
Sierra Leone and Liberia songs have been used to translate the model of free
expression. Post-war governance reforms in these countries allow the use of
pop songs to air political views and to call for socio-economic and political
change.
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Apart from the blessing ceremony and the singing, the first part of the
Allona Peace Conference consisted of speeches by officials and organisers. The
effects of the war were reported and the speakers drew attention to the ways
the conflict exacerbated the social, political and economic problems of the
pastoralists. One of the talks by the head of the Borana Office of the Prosecutor
is worth mentioning. He presented the South African experience of the postapartheid era and how the South African citizens were able to move forward
through tolerance and forgiveness. Using this as an example he called upon the
three groups to use their institutional forgiveness in addressing their quarrels.
He presented the idea of forgiveness in terms of the existing cultural norms,
values, and practices integral to the Gada system – in other words, he ‘indigenised’ the idea of making peace in the way Merry (2006, 39) puts it. Tolerance
as a basic value of democracy was related to the culture of the local community, especially with the practice of ‘forgiveness’ that makes the maintenance
of internal peace of each group possible. He therefore called upon the community to use their cultural institutions and elements of forgiveness in the
‘spirit of looking forward’.
All speakers called forcefully for a reliable solution for sustainable peace
and a revitalisation of brotherhood. The Gada leaders especially were called
upon to restore and ensure peace by ensuring their institutions would work
hand-in-hand with the state. The call for co-operation in the justice system, in
maintaining peace and security, development and protection of human rights,
was part of advocating liberal governance and the integration of local leaders
in local governance. The occasion was an example of the ever-increasing trend
of contact between the government and traditional leaders in legitimising and
translating the idea of self-administration on the local level.
The second session of the conference was devoted to hearing the views,
claims and counter-claims of the participants. The participants raised six areas
of concern related to the conflict: legal, administrative, cultural, resourcerelated, business and politics. Legal issues were related to inappropriate legal
measures against criminals. In the perception of the pastoralists, Ethiopia’s
statutory law is neither effective nor takes appropriate corrective measures. In
response, they often advocate capital punishment for serious crimes such as
inter-ethnic killing. Yet the proposal was rejected as it was inconsistent with
national and international laws. With regard to administration, the pastoralists
complained about a lack of good governance, partiality, lack of commitment to
offering timely solutions, and corruption. The problem of partiality was raised
in relation to the group affiliations of the administrators. The complaint
implied that the background of the officials made it impossible for them to
play a neutral role. For local people, the identity of the person in the office is
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relevant. The personalities of the administrators are evaluated not only in
regard to their competency, but also from the viewpoint of their group affiliation. Praising killers, encouraging revenge, lack of willingness to co-operate
with formal law, taking collective responsibility for crimes committed instead
of exposing an individual actor,6 erosion of traditional mechanisms of
resource-related conflict management, and cultural incompatibilities are
some of the major cultural sources of conflict that were repeatedly referred to.
Competition over scarce resources such as pasture, water and farmland are
among the economic factors that triggered conflict over the area. For those
that profited from war, such as arms dealers and criminals, conflict among the
groups was an economic opportunity. They make money from war; guns and
bullets are purchased in vast quantities. Releasing false information could easily fuel conflict among the rival groups due to the persistent tensions and latent
conflict. Lastly, the participants stated clearly that the political factors which
were directly or indirectly embedded in the post-1991 politicisation of ethnicity, play a significant role in exacerbating conflict among the groups. Claims
for recognition of different identities, territorial competition, the unsettled
boundary dispute between Oromia NRS and Somali NRS, and demands for
separate units of administration as well as competition for power were all
identified as political factors that fuel conflict.
After a series of discussions the participants divided the factors into two
categories. The first entailed ethnic issues such as competition over territory,
power and state resources, and contested identities pertinent to the existing
patterns of national politics. These were said to be beyond the reach of the
local actors and were reserved to the country’s central government. The second
category of factors were those considered to be local and they decided to focus
on these factors.
They identified killing and raiding or stealing livestock as two basic and
immediate instigators of conflict. Based on this consensus, Liban Jaldessa, the
Borana Abba Gada7 was invited to propose a sort of bylaw that could be implemented by the government and the peace committee that was to be elected
from the three groups. Drawing partially from Gada law, he proposed that anyone found stealing should pay five pieces for each one stolen; and anyone who
kills a person should be punished by having to pay 30 head of cattle.
Painstakingly discussed, the participants fully accepted the proposal and
6 No one is willing to expose his fellow clan or ethnic member and hand him over to the government. Testifying against one’s own group members is considered a betrayal against group
solidarity.
7 A Gada leader who holds the first office in the system.
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declared it the ‘Allona Decision’. The participants agreed that the killer or his
nuclear family should cover the payment of the fine to make the payment economically painful as opposed to the former blood-price tradition in which the
agnates were liable. Furthermore, in the absence of eyewitnesses to the killing
or raiding, the group to which the footprints of the perpetrator lead should be
responsible for both identifying the suspect and collecting the fine. Thirty pastoralists, 10 from each group were elected as the peace committee in charge of
implementing the decisions and working hand-in-hand with the administration at different tiers. Blessings and prayers by Gada leaders from the three
groups closed the conference.
The Implementation of the Allona Decision: Opportunities and
Challenges
Throughout the first year following the Allona Decision of April 2007,8 relatively few cases of killing and stealing were recorded and nearly all were handled according to the decision. Yet, the decision was not without drawbacks
and challenges. Immediately following the Allona Peace Conference, public
expectations were both pessimistic and optimistic. Given the social value of
cattle among the pastoralists and the economic value of 30 head of cattle,
some held the optimistic view that the decision would have a deterrent effect.9
Many others, however, doubted its effectiveness. This was mainly because
compensation for homicide with a certain number of head of cattle had
already been part of the cultures of all three groups. Yet, and importantly, it
only works if the killing happened within the group. Thus, the idea of bloodprice payments for inter-group killing was regarded as ‘alien to the culture’ and
would therefore face challenges. Second, it was decided that the killer or his
immediate family should cover the blood price. But there could be no mechanism for controlling who pays the blood price. It might be covered by the killer’s clan, which would diminish its deterrent effect.10 The following case draws
attention to the resistance emanating from the nature of the decision that substantiates the pessimistic public view.

8
9
10

This paper covers only the first year’s implementation of the decision.
Interview with Golisa Roba, and Borbor Bule (Borana elders) June 2007, Yabelo; Bonja
Amara (Gabra elder) June 2007, Bakke; Utulka Mallo (Guji elder) July 2007, Fincawa.
Interview with Jatani Diida (Borana elite) and Kanu Jilo (Borana elder) June 2007.
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Case One
A week after the Allona Peace Conference a Guji man was found shot dead.
Two young Borana men were suspected and arrested. For the first time, the
peace committee in co-operation with the woreda government were involved
in the implementation of the Allona decision. But when they requested the 30
head of cattle as blood price from the suspects’ families the committee and the
administrators faced serious resistance. The woreda administration with the
support of the police, however, collected the 30 head of cattle by force, passing
them on to the family of the victim. The suspects were also detained for further
investigation.
After a few days both the peace committee and the administrators were
accused by an uncle of the suspects of robbing the family of their cattle. He
received a discouraging response from the head of the Borana zone office of
the prosecutor who had played an active part in the Allona Peace Conference.
The prosecutor replied that the Allona Decision was taken by the Gada and the
Gada leaders had implemented their own judgment against which the office of
the prosecutor had no interest in intervening. Whether the suspects were the
true killers or not was to be investigated and proved in accordance with the
law. Following the negative response from the prosecutor, the plaintiff appealed
to the Oromia Supreme Court, although he finally gave up in response to pressure from different Borana elders and friends in favour of the Gada bylaw.
The suspects stayed in detention for the next six months, but as the prosecutor
was unable to prove the veracity of the allegation they were released in
November 2007.11
The first family that was liable to pay blood price for a non-Borana victim
had strongly resisted the implementation of the decision. From my interview
with one of the family members I came to the conclusion that they did so
because handing over 30 head of cattle was such a significant economic loss,
which nobody was likely to endure unless forced. Secondly, the idea of paying
a blood price for killing an ‘alien’ person was new and therefore difficult to
accept for them. Further, they refused the payment because from a legal perspective the suspects had not been proved to be the killers and thus they were
arguably not liable for the blood price. The payment of the blood price was
enforced before the truthfulness of the case was proved, when they still claimed
to be innocent. Finally, the resistance emanated from the nature of the decision itself, which stated rather vaguely that the payment of the blood price
11

Interview with Gurracha Alake (pseudonym), a family member of the prosecuted’s family,
18 May 2008.
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shall be imposed upon the killer to make the punishment economically more
pressing and painful. However, during the implementation, the peace committee and the administrators drove 30 head of cattle indiscriminately from the
herd of the family. Other family members who lost their cattle from the herd
legitimately resisted their cattle being handed over as a blood price for a killing
committed by others, even if the suspects would ultimately be proved killers.
In response to my question “Who did actually pay the blood price?” my
informant12 disclosed that he originally lost five head of cattle from his herd.
The suspects had their own cattle in the herd, but nobody had tried to identify
them. Later, about 63 head of cattle were given to the family by friends, relatives and neighbours to compensate them for the cattle they had lost. The pain
of losing cattle to the Guji was shared by many and the suspects and their families paid practically nothing. Thus, although, the Allona Decision tried to deviate from the traditional blood-price payment, the community translated and
received the decision in the context of their culture.
The second and most important challenge that endangers the implementation of the Allona Decision is the lack of recognition the decision receives from
neighbouring communities. This is related to the Gabra’s identity politics and
the lack of co-operation between the Somali neighbouring administrative
units and the Borana zone administration. The following case encompasses
issues pertinent to these challenges.
Case Two
In May 2007 there was an incident in which two Borana herdsmen were killed
by Gabra adjacent to the Somali NRS. Only one of the suspects was arrested,
whilst the second suspect fled to the Somali region. The suspects were Gabra
from Somali NRS, claiming Somali identity. Consequently, neither the Borana
zone local government nor the peace committee was able to enforce the decision as promptly as in the first case. It remained suspended for a considerable
time without resolution. This created tensions that finally led to another killing. The Borana, whose family members were killed by the Gabra, avenged the
killing. They killed two Gabra men and injured one at the same locality. Within
a week the peace committee and the Borana zone administration reacted to
the second case in invoking the Allona Decision. The killers were soon arrested
and the compensation was handed over to the family of the Gabra victims. The
settlement of this second case, however, created further pressure on the Gabra.
But after delaying the payment for the first killings of the Borana for another
two months, the payment of the blood price was finally settled. It was the
12

Gurracha Alake, 18 May 2008.
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Gabra in Oromia NRS who shouldered the responsibility of organising the
compensation payment.
As this case indicates, enforcing both the formal law and the local bylaw went
beyond the authority of the Borana zone administration and the peace committee as soon as the suspects moved into one of the neighbouring regional states.
The Borana zone administration could neither receive a speedy response from
the adjacent zone administration of the Somali region nor was the administration able or had the mandate to implement the decision beyond its administrative boundary. Conflicts cross regional boundaries, whereas the power of the
administration and the authority of the traditional leaders is limited to their
respective region. More importantly, the problem is directly related to the present
identity politics of the Gabra. Some of the Gabra claim Somali identity and reside
in Somali NRS. Thus, if they commit a killing they are able to flee into the region
to hide themselves. The link between identity and territoriality indicates that an
administrative body of the Oromo has no legal ground to arrest the Gabra in
Somali even though they were suspected of the commission of a killing in Oromia.
Summary and Conclusion
The Ethiopian ethnic-based federal regime has constitutionally guaranteed
unconditional rights of self-determination up to and including secession, and
recognised identity, languages and cultures of ethnic groups as a means of
ensuring peaceful coexistence among the groups. This idea of ethnic federalism
has been translated from the former Marxist solution to the nations question.
However, without devaluing the country’s progress in the democratisation process, empirical research shows that the Ethiopian federal model has also caused
different forms of conflict to emerge. Various groups are engaged in claims over
territory, power, resources, offices and units of administration. The conflict
among the Borana, Guji and Gabra since May 2005 is but one empirical example
that indicates that the model has generated new forms of conflict. In response,
the state and non-state polities approach the communities through their institutions and concentrate on local techniques that enable peace and stability,
based upon the philosophy of self-administration and local participation that is
part of the global discourse of decentralisation. The case study of the Allona
Peace Conference and some of its results show that new conflicts are a direct
result of ethnic federalism that is addressed within the model’s framework. The
boosting and the revitalisation of the role of traditional institutions in conflict
management is a direct result of the model. Traditional institutions have also
been used as a bridge in framing the new idea in the local context. The ideas of
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self-administration and participation in decision-making, which are integral to
federalism, have trickled down to the local levels in a way intended to ensure
appeal and acceptance. The Allona Peace Conference is a typical example in
which the local communities participate in decision-making. The legitimacy of
the decision was derived from the legitimacy of the Gada institution and the
traditional Gada leaders, who in the past have taken similar decisions in terms
of compensating offenses. The Borana, Guji and Gabra vested the Gada leaders
with divine power. The words of Gada leaders are widely respected. The forum,
therefore, created an opportunity for the local people to address their grievances through their traditional institution under the leadership of traditional
leaders. It creates a sense that the communities administer themselves as neither the decision nor the decision-makers are alien to the local people.
Paradoxically, ethnic territoriality and fixed boundaries, identity politics
and the incompatibility of cultures challenge the Gada model in conflict management. Conflicts cross administrative, ethnic and cultural boundaries,
whereas the role of the Gada institution and leaders do not. The Allona Peace
Conference was held to address conflict among the Guji, Borana and Gabra.
But factors that determine the relationships among the three groups cross
their cultural and territorial boundaries. Some of the factors are also beyond
the ability of the local institution to address. Identity politics, which are deeply
rooted in the ethnic-based policy of the state, prove to be beyond the competency of the Gada system. The unsettled identity of the Gabra has not only
contributed to conflict in the area, but also provides a potential challenge to
the implementation of the Gada way of conflict management. Conflicts that
involve identity politics are pervasive, emotionally charged and resistant to
negotiation. They demand policy intervention at the national level, whereas
local actors lack the power to change top-level state policy. This impaired the
role of traditional mechanisms in achieving an optimum agreement and a
sound outcome in conflict management.
This case study shows, therefore, that the use of traditional institutions in conflict management in the face of ethnic territoriality and the politicisation of ethnicity can be self-defeating. Both the opportunities of using Gada institutions in
conflict management and a political environment that appears to be an impediment to its implementation are equally prevalent in the new federal model.
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Chapter 7

Democratisation between Violent Conflict and the
Resurgence of Chieftaincy
Local Transformations of a Travelling Model in KwaZulu-Natal, South
Africa
Mario Krämer
After 1989, numerous states in sub-Saharan Africa were affected by the ‘third
wave of democratization’ (Huntington 1991) and in most states democracy and
democratisation became key features of the political discourse (Villalón 1998,
3ff.). In the beginning, hopes were high among politicians and academics that
a continent severely affected by various crises and violent conflict could
undergo profound changes. Today it seems much of the initial euphoria has
faded away. For example, Tetzlaff (2004, 182ff.) argues that the ‘democratisation
wave’ of the 1990s has stalled and even partly consolidated democracies were
replaced by undemocratic and violent political regimes due to unsolved social
and economic problems. South Africa was the stellar example of democratisation in Africa in the 1990s and its constitution forms the institutional basis for
democratic consolidation. It is internationally recognised as an exemplary
constitution and includes an extensive system of checks and balances. The
adoption of this constitution and five largely free and fair elections since 1994,
have paved the way for the consolidation of democracy in the country (Schmidt
1999, 6ff.; Meyns 2000, 198ff.; Kaußen 2003, 333).
However, the realities in the South African transition – and specifically in
the province of KwaZulu-Natal – have been far more complex and contradictory than they appear at first glance. KwaZulu-Natal has been seriously affected
by violent conflict since the early 1980s: it is estimated that about 20,000 people were murdered and more than 500,000 people became refugees in the
course of violence (Taylor 2002, 473; Beall and Vawda 2004, 2). A mainstream
view among politicians and commentators holds that violent conflict was the
outcome of a rivalry between two political parties and their leadership – the
African National Congress (ANC) on the one hand and the Inkatha Freedom
Party (IFP) on the other. Hence, power struggles between political parties and
their leadership ‘in the centre’ (that, is the national and provincial political
levels) sparked violent action ‘in the periphery’ (the local level) and eventually
led to the rifts between ANC and IFP followers in almost every African
© koninklijke brill nv, leiden, 2014 | doi 10.1163/9789004274099_008
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community in KwaZulu-Natal (Gwala 1989; Louw and Bekker 1993; Freund
1996; Taylor 2002). Reports and recent studies on micro-politics in KwaZuluNatal suggest that violent conflict persisted after the democratic transition in
1994 (Taylor 2002; KwaZulu-Natal Violence Monitor 2004; Krämer 2007).
However, it seems that in the post-apartheid democratic era much of the ongoing local-level violence is not reported. Violent conflict is no longer on the
front pages of newspapers as it was in the beginning of the 1990s and part of
the media and the police tend to downplay the politics at stake, even if violence has clear political motivations (Violence Monitor 2005). Despite sparse
media coverage and public disinterest, a substantial number of people have
been killed; it is estimated that at least 2000 people were murdered in political
violence in KwaZulu-Natal between 1994 and 2000 (South African Institute of
Race Relations 2001, 89).
Against this background I argue that the notion of a ‘wave of democratisation flooding the African continent’ is indeed misleading. It suggests, first, a
unidirectional movement from ‘the West’ to ‘the South’; and second, the mere
adoption of an occidental model in an African context. From my point of view,
what counts is how a globally circulating model of liberal democracy is appropriated locally. In this chapter, therefore, I investigate how this model is translated in the KwaZulu-Natal context and how both the model and ‘the local’ are
transformed in this process. The chapter is, however, less concerned with the
‘reverse flow’, that is, the way models get affected in the process of travelling
and appropriation. The focus here is on a variety of forms of local adoption,
which entails rejection and transformation of the ‘travelling model democracy’.
My principal argument is that apart from the South African constitution
and free and fair elections which followed the liberal democratic model, the
history and dynamics of violence in KwaZulu-Natal as well as the ‘resurgence
of traditional leadership’ (Oomen 2005) both have a profound impact on
the way democracy is perceived and enacted on the local level and in local
politics. Different social realities are produced locally from those originally
intended on the national and international levels (see also Chapter 2 by
Behrends and Park). I illustrate my argument with two case studies from the
Outer West Region in the eThekwini (Durban) Municipality of KwaZulu-Natal
which highlight the localised translation and transformation of the travelling
model of democracy against a background of severe and perpetuating dynamics of violent conflict, and the resurgence of the institution of chieftaincy.
What results from such transformations are newly emerging forms of political
power which differ substantially from the liberal democratic and constitutional model.
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Democratisation, Violent Conflict, and Chieftaincy in the Outer
West Region of Ethekwini Municipality
Perpetuating Dynamics of Violence in Inchanga
The eThekwini (Durban) Municipality is one of the fastest growing cities in subSaharan Africa with an estimated four million inhabitants. The municipality
is currently divided into 103 wards and it has 205 councillors. In the 2011 local
government elections, the ANC won 126 seats while the IFP secured nine seats.1
Inchanga is one of numerous and sprawling peri-urban settlements in the
Outer West Region at the western periphery of eThekwini which contribute
significantly to the rapid population growth in the municipality. About 18,000
people lived in Inchanga in 1996 and 99.5% of them were Zulu speakers. The
area is characterised by a youthful population; 48% of the population were
younger than 20, and 68% were aged below 30 in 1996.2 Inchanga is also notable for its instability, resulting from several factors such as recurring violence,
(violent) crime,3 high unemployment rates and poverty,4 deteriorating health
1 This article is based on a variety of methodological tools. Qualitative interviews, formal and
particularly informal conversations were most crucial in this regard. Furthermore, I made
use of a variety of written sources, and all available newspaper reports on the wider Inchanga
area that appeared in three regional newspapers from the early 1980s onwards were utilised.
I perused all accessible reports by four violence monitoring groups on KwaZulu-Natal in
general and Inchanga specifically. For the historical part I conducted archival research on
the history of Inchanga in the Pietermaritzburg Archives Repository. On top of that, numerous unpublished sources such as reports, press statements and conference proceedings
were helpful in obtaining additional background information. Statistics by the eThekweni
Municipality, Statistics South Africa, the Independent Electoral Commission and the South
African Police Services (saps) provided me with quantitative data on crucial economic,
social and political issues. In total, I carried out nine months of fieldwork in Inchanga in
2001/2002 and two months in Izingolweni/Shobashobane in the South Coast region. In addition, I conducted fieldwork in Ximba for eight months (December 2007 until May 2008 and
February until April 2009). The methodology used consisted mainly of (participant) observation, qualitative interviews, situational analyses/extended case studies and the collection of
a variety of unpublished, published and archival resources.
2 Statistics South Africa (1996).
3 In Fredville and Tin Town, the number of reported murders amounted to a total of 40 in 2000
(= 23) and 2001 (= 17) (South African Police Service 2001). This means that the murder rate in
2001 was about 10 per 10,000 of the population (2000: 13 per 10,000).
4 Figures by the Durban Unicity in 2001 indicate that only 14.5% of the Inchanga population
were employed, 15.7% were seeking work and 69.8% were not economically active.
Furthermore, 23.5% of all households reported they had no regular annual income and about
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conditions, drug abuse and extensive immigration. Divisions between people
who perceive themselves to be the original inhabitants of Inchanga (‘autochthons’) and migrants who settled in the community during the last 25 years
play a significant role in the dynamics of violence.
Violent conflict in Inchanga started in 1985, when large numbers of the local
youth joined the growing anti-apartheid movement and formed local organisations. The Inkatha-aligned local political elite called in the security forces of
the apartheid regime in order to suppress youth protest by violent means. But
in 1989, the ANC-aligned youth gained the upper hand in the local power struggle. Violent conflict did, however, disappear and was most severe in the postapartheid era. In the aftermath of a football match in 1995 between teams from
two local sections (Tin Town and Esidakeni), two players from the Tin Town
team were murdered and one injured, allegedly by Esidakeni residents.
A sequence of violent acts followed between groups from both sections. Fission
within the local ANC had come to the fore and the football match was merely
the spark for what subsequently became a violent power struggle. The violence
between Esidakeni and Tin Town claimed at least 20 lives and was brought to a
temporary cessation when the local police were able to bring local leaders
together for peace talks.
But a few weeks later, violent conflict flared up again and quickly escalated.
The new phase of violence began when the Inchanga ANC Youth League chairperson (who became a ward councillor in 2000) and one of his brothers were
shot at and injured in ePanekeni. Within a week of the attack, three men from
Tin Town were shot and murdered in retaliation. Violence escalated further
and changed from inter-section to inter-party violence in the aftermath of a
massacre in December 1996 when a group of gunmen dressed in camouflage
entered the Tin Town section and killed six residents execution-style (Natal
Witness December 30, 1996).
The Tin Town massacre had three major consequences. First, the number of
casualties increased significantly. Second, the violence changed from fighting
between local sections to violence between political parties. Shortly after the
massacre, Tin Town residents openly turned away from the ANC, founded a Tin
Town IFP branch and became official IFP members. The violence went from
being intra-ANC fighting to violence between IFP and ANC members. But even
when the violence was superficially between the ANC and the IFP, it remained
fundamentally a fight between hostile sections. Third, the massacre made the
hitherto localised violence a provincial and national matter of concern. After it
60% had to cope with less than zar18,000 (€1700 per year). The literacy rate was estimated at
only 42% in 2001 (Durban Unicity 2001, 2001).
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had been widely publicised in the media, the national and provincial leadership of the ANC and IFP became involved in local political dynamics. However
the role they played was ambiguous: on the one hand, they tried to find a way
out of violence, but on the other hand, they contributed to its perpetuation by
using the local turmoil for the short-term interest of their parties.
In December 1999, the Inchanga ANC and IFP signed a peace agreement
that was the culmination of two years of negotiations. Thousands of people
from all sections of Inchanga congregated on a sports field to attend the peace
rally. A tent was erected, cattle were slaughtered to symbolise the return of
peace, and residents of hostile political parties and sections celebrated
together. Most important was the signing of the peace accord by representatives of the opposing political parties. Hence, hopes were high that Inchanga
had eventually succeeded in ending the violent conflict. The constituent
elements of the peace process were indeed fairly successful in bringing the
violence between the ANC and IFP to an end. The peace process failed, however, in ending violent conflict as such. Key incidents in the post-peace-process
violence included two massacres and several killings that preceded them.
The first massacre resulted in the deaths of the Tin Town IFP branch leader
and four of his brothers. The Tin Town leader played an ambiguous role during
violent conflict in Inchanga – he was very much feared as a ‘strongman’ by
people from ANC-aligned sections during the violence from 1995 onwards, but
he also contributed significantly to the peace agreement in 1999 although he
encountered strong resistance by parts of the Tin Town population. Moreover
he was well-connected to regional and provincial IFP leaders. When his section
joined the IFP in 1997, he became a close friend of IFP MPP Phillip Powell, a
former security policeman often described as a ‘warlord’ (Laurence 1999, 13).
The second key incident in the post-peace-process violence occurred in
connection with the local government elections in December 2000. A few
months before the elections, a pre-election of ANC candidates took place and
the winner eventually challenged representatives of other political parties in
Ward 4. The nomination process for ANC candidates was characterised by significant areas of contestation. Two ANC leaders from the local executive committee, one leading the ePanekeni section and the other from eMadwaleni,
contested the pre-elections. The eMadwaleni candidate was supported by
Esidakeni, but the ePanekeni candidate won, resulting in allegations the elections had been manipulated. Resistance against the ePanekeni leader as ANC
candidate was substantial and the Fredville ANC was soon divided into two
opposing factions (eMadwaleni and Esidakeni versus ePanekeni). In addition,
this political conflict reinforced the divisions between ‘immigrants’ (ePanekeni) and ‘autochthons’ (eMadwaleni and Esidakeni).
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At about the same time, violent conflict began to intensify once again, culminating in the Esidakeni massacre in November 2000. That night, five people
were shot dead and one seriously wounded when a group of armed men went
on a shooting rampage in Esidakeni. All victims were grassroots ANC members
and one of them a brother of the Esidakeni leader.5 A few weeks after the massacre the local government elections took place and the ePanekeni leader/ANC
candidate received about 77% of votes. But two days after the elections he was
arrested and accused of being the mastermind behind the massacre. However,
he was released on bail in early 2000 and eventually sworn in as ward councillor, following an internal ANC investigation. Esidakeni and eMadwaleni leaders
were dissatisfied with the investigation and withdrew from the local ANC executive committee – a further division within the Inchanga ANC had come into
being. In a nutshell, the Msomi and Esidakeni massacres illustrate that the
local peace process had reached its limits and violence had re-shifted from
inter-party fighting to intra- as well as inter-section struggles.
Chieftaincy and Democratisation in KwaXimba
KwaXimba is situated adjacent to Inchanga and largely coincides with the
boundaries of Ward 1 of the eThekwini Municipality. Despite their proximity,
the local history and current circumstances of the two communities reflect
both similarities and significant differences. About 30,000 people (almost all
Zulu speakers) live in KwaXimba, and although less densely populated than
Inchanga it is often described as a peri-urban chiefdom, particularly in comparison with adjacent, more rural areas. KwaXimba is ruled by the Mlaba lineage and became a chiefdom in the nineteenth century with the aid of the
Secretary for Native Affairs in Natal, Theophilus Shepstone. Despite being constructed by the colonial administration the Mlaba chiefdom was able to establish itself firmly and it is accepted among the local population of KwaXimba.
Violent conflict in KwaXimba was far less severe and protracted in comparison to Inchanga. Violence in KwaXimba took place for several months in 1988
and 1989 and was mostly between ANC supporters from KwaXimba and IFP
followers from the neighbouring Nyavu chiefdom. When the ANC got the
upper hand, all IFP supporters had either to flee from KwaXimba or were
forced to join the triumphant ANC. Since then the local ANC branch has
become one of the strongest in the province of KwaZulu-Natal and won the
5 Mercury, November 13, 2000; Daily News, November 14, 2000; Natal Witness, November 14,
2000.
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2006 local government elections with 95% of the total vote. Part of the reason
for the ANC hegemony is the fact that the former inkosi (chief) is at the same
time a regional ANC leader and was a former member of provincial parliament.
He was successful in the past in mobilising on behalf of the ANC as well as
securing substantial infrastructure development (tarred roads, electricity,
water and housing) for his area via his political and administrative networks in
eThekwini and KwaZulu-Natal. The outstanding position of KwaXimba in
terms of infrastructure development in the Outer West Region is, therefore, a
consequence of the accumulation and combination of traditional, political
and bureaucratic power. But the traditional-cum-political leader stepped
down from office in 2007 and was succeeded by the son of his late brother (and
former inkosi), who was murdered during violent conflict with the IFP in 1989.
The current inkosi is also chairperson of the Traditional Council in KwaXimba.
National6 and provincial7 legislation on traditional leadership seeks to
democratise (or one could also argue ‘tame’) the institution of ubukhosi (chieftaincy), for example by establishing partly democratically elected traditional
councils in each traditional area. The Ximba traditional council consists of 30
members, 60% of whom are appointed by the inkosi and 40% are elected by
the community. KwaXimba is divided into 11 izigodi (districts) headed by an
induna (headman) and all izinduna are appointed members of the traditional
council. The KwaZulu-Natal Traditional Leadership and Governance Act, No. 5
of 2005 states that a traditional council “must comprise of at least one-third
women” (section 6.2.c) and personal observation shows that traditional council meetings usually adhere to these requirements.
Meetings of the traditional council take place once a month (in accordance
with the Act) and the traditional secretary keeps minutes of the meetings and
forwards them to the Provincial Department of Local Government and
Traditional Affairs (as designated in section 14). What is striking about traditional council meetings is the emphasis that is put on discipline and order.
This concerns mainly the dress code but extends to disciplined and fair behaviour in debates on various issues. Furthermore, discussions are conducted in a
comparably free and fair manner and traditional council members can and do
speak their mind regardless of whether they are young or old, male or female.
The inkosi is held in high esteem but is nonetheless expected to adhere to traditional council rules and is prevented from taking decisions on his own
account. These examples illustrate that with regard to procedural aspects
the traditional council meetings are conducted in a comparably democratic
6 Traditional Leadership and Government Framework Act, No. 41 of 2003.
7 KwaZulu-Natal Traditional Leadership and Governance Act, No. 5 of 2005.
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manner and in accordance with provincial and national legislation aimed at
democratising traditional institutions.
Unlike Inchanga, the local political arena in KwaXimba is characterised by
the duality of traditional and political leadership structures. The power of the
traditional council on the one hand and the ward council (dominated by
the ANC) on the other is based on different resources. The latter is elected
by the population, and the ward councillor, who is a member of the eThekwini
Municipality council, wields executive power, whereas amakhosi play merely
an advisory role in municipal council meetings. Development is the prerogative and responsibility of the ward councillor. But due to the Ingonyama Trust
Act, which was adopted shortly before the end of apartheid in 1994, the amakhosi control all communal land in KwaZulu-Natal. There is thus a mutual
dependency between the municipality and the ward councillors on one hand,
and amakhosi and traditional councils on the other – a development project
by the municipality on communal land needs the consent of the inkosi and his
traditional council and the latter depend on the municipal council in terms of
(infrastructure) development for their traditional areas.
Transformations of a Travelling Model and Emerging Forms of
Political Power
In contrast to recent optimistic assessments of democratisation on the local
level in South Africa (Lehman 2007), this contribution is more cautious and
avoids a normative evaluation of formal regulations and their practical implementation. I argue that democratisation is a process which generates new
power structures and institutions rather than merely adopting travelling models of democracy. Hence, the focus is on institutional transformations and the
effects of democratisation on local politics in the post-apartheid era. Politicians
and chiefs translate the democratic model in the local arena and thereby produce new instances of conflict (see also the Introduction by Park and Behrends).
In the following, I discuss three aspects of the newly emerging and conflictual
political order in KwaZulu-Natal: one-party rule and political intolerance, clientelism, and the dualism of neo-traditional and party-political rule.
One-Party Rule and Political Intolerance
Both case studies point to the serious short- and medium-term consequences
of violent conflict for basic democratic principles such as political tolerance
and freedom of political expression and activity. Inchanga is certainly the
more extreme case as the different phases of severe inter- and also intra-party
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violence illustrate. The high number of murders in the post-apartheid era
results to a large extent from violent political contestation. Opposition parties
are barely accepted and are perceived as a threat to security and order. Hence,
there is a distinctive tendency to one-party rule in the local political arena,
which stands in sharp contrast to basic democratic principles enshrined in the
South African constitution.
Even in a substantially less violent local arena such as KwaXimba the
quest for one-party rule and political intolerance emerge clearly. For example,
local political leaders and party supporters emphasise in public meetings
and interviews that the foundation of opposition party branches would not be
tolerated and could trigger violent conflict. Thus, the ‘alliance partners’ ANC
and SACP are the only political parties active in local politics in KwaXimba.
In one of several community meetings I attended in 2008 and 2009, the local
ANC branch leader made this point very clear and concluded the meeting
by saying:
Whatever we do, KwaXimba should be our priority. As I indicated earlier
on, KwaXimba operates under the principles of the ANC. This will be so
until, as Jacob Zuma would say, Jesus returns!
However, political decisions as well as the nomination of candidates for political office within the local ANC are taken after (often lengthy) discussions and
either as majority decisions or as consensus – that is, in a fairly democratic
manner. Therefore, it would be an oversimplification to argue that KwaXimba
and its dominating party is ‘undemocratic’. Due to the recent history of violence, competition between political parties is perceived as dangerous, as a
genuine threat to stability and peace. Party leaders and supporters emphasise
that KwaXimba became peaceful after an overwhelming consensus on the
hegemony of the ANC – and the elimination of opposition parties – could be
reached. There is, thus, a strong perception that links multi-party democracy
with violent conflict on the one hand, and one-party rule with peace, stability
and development on the other. In this sense, one-party rule will be accepted in
a precarious political environment if political actors can achieve and preserve
peaceful conditions, that is, are able to establish order. This is a form of basic
legitimacy (‘Basislegitimität’) that Popitz (1992) and Trotha (1995) identify as
‘regulative value of order’ (‘Ordnungswert der Ordnung’).
Clientelism
Hegemony is closely connected with a second characteristic of the newly
emerging political order – clientelism. In Inchanga, local politics in the

176

Krämer

post-apartheid era is characterised by recurring power struggles between political parties, sections and their strongmen. Strongmen are in control of both
violent action and conflict management, which provides them with a prominent position in local politics. The rule of strongmen has been entrenched in
the course of violent conflict and their motives to actively engage in violence
are the quest for power and material profit, but also to take revenge for previous violent acts. From the perspective of strongmen, access to power means
access to political office, higher salaries and living standards. For example, the
monthly salary of a ward councillor (the highest political office in a ward) is
considerably above the average income. While strongmen may benefit from
violent power struggles by securing access to political office, a clientelist system within sections and political parties provides the grassroots with access to
economic resources. Jobs, houses, infrastructure development and also protection from acts of violence are resources controlled by party and section leaders. They are distributed from the leaders’ hands as gifts to their clientele. In
return for opening access to comparably scarce resources, strongmen expect
co-operation and solidarity from their clientele in elections, and particularly in
times of violent conflict. Hence, one could argue that clientelism and violent
conflict are intimately linked.
Because clientelist networks follow a ‘top-down’ structure, the patrons can
instruct their followers to contribute to violence. For example, when an attack
on a hostile section is planned or a strike by opponents is feared, ‘protection
money’ is collected from each household within the respective section to buy
firearms and ammunition, umuthi (traditional medicine) or to hire professional killers. Local strongmen also ask their followers in public meetings to
contribute money for buying weapons. It is difficult to remain neutral in a volatile political climate and people have to take sides: either they contribute to
violent action or they risk becoming a target themselves by their own group
members. People in favour of non-violent social relations have to face those
who have weapons and are prepared to make use of them. While the majority
of sections try not to get involved in the actual fighting, they are at disadvantage when it comes to redistribution; these sections are excluded from the clientelist system and thus from access to power and material benefits.
In KwaXimba, clientelism is also a prominent feature of local politics, but
shows noteworthy differences to political dynamics in Inchanga. The rule of
strongmen did not establish itself here, mainly due to the less violent local history and a fairly uncontested ANC hegemony. In contrast to the prevailing
patron–client ties in Inchanga, the form of clientelism that characterises
KwaXimba is that which Weingrod (1977) describes as ‘party-directed patronage’. According to Weingrod, a proliferation of state activities and ‘the politics
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of development’ link political parties closer to the state and make party patronage more significant. Although patron–client relations may continue under
the new circumstances, party-directed patronage becomes more significant
because party leaders and members control wider resources. Whereas the violent political climate in Inchanga hindered infrastructural development in the
1990s, the ruling ANC in eThekwini made KwaXimba an exemplary case for the
politics of development and invested substantially in tarred roads, electricity
and water connections, and an extensive housing scheme in the last decade.
And development goes hand-in-hand with party-directed patronage. In a
community where 36% are ‘unemployed’ and 46% ‘not economically active’, a
noticeably large number of young men are active in local political structures.
On the one hand, young men join political parties with a background in the
anti-apartheid struggle for ideological reasons, but also – and perhaps even
more so – because to occupy an unpaid political position is tantamount to
access to rare employment opportunities and economic resources. For example, the ward councillor and the ward committee usually give development
tenders to fellow political activists, who can then earn a living as self-employed
entrepreneurs for at least a few weeks or months. A similar procedure is followed with temporary jobs and newly available housing. Not only the history
of violent conflict but also the high rate of unemployment thus feeds into
party-directed clientelism.
The Dualism of Neo-Traditional and Party-Political Rule
Furthermore, the newly emerging political order and its divergence from, and
transformation of, the liberal democratic model becomes obvious in the juxtaposition of neo-traditional and party-political rule.
The South African constitution and subsequent national and provincial legislation provide for an advisory role of hereditary traditional leaders in local
government, whereas elected (ward) councillors hold executive functions.
Development is, hence, the prerogative of politicians, and amakhosi are consulted in the course of the decision-making process by municipal councils. On
the other hand, amakhosi are in complete control of communal land, which
means that all infrastructural development schemes planned by municipalities in traditional council areas require the consent of the inkosi. The whole
situation is further complicated by the fact that most amakhosi were aligned
to, and were involved in, violent conflict on the side of the IFP in the apartheid
era, whereas the ANC currently holds a majority in KwaZulu-Natal and in the
eThekwini Municipality Council. Not surprisingly, conflicts between amakhosi
and ward councillors are the order of the day in the eThekwini Municipality.
A mutual dependency and symbiotic relationship between council and
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amakhosi can be observed: for the politics of development, the ruling party
and municipality depend on the co-operation of amakhosi mainly because of
their control over communal land. Conversely, the amakhosi depend on the
considerable developmental resources of the municipality to fulfil the expectations of their communities and in order to preserve their legitimacy and
local power.
Ximba Traditional Council is a further enlightening case study. The former
inkosi was one of the first amakhosi in KwaZulu-Natal who openly joined the
ANC in the apartheid era, and the community was spared the usual (violent)
conflicts between the ANC-aligned youth and neo-traditional leaders who
supported the IFP. The relationship between political and neo-traditional
structures in KwaXimba is far from easy, but under the common umbrella of
ANC hegemony the inkosi and his izinduna assume the role of internal opposition in local decision-making processes and conflicts, rather than being
perceived as a hostile, external political force. This means that a hereditary
(and by principle undemocratic) institution plays a significant role in controlling a formally democratic but entirely dominating political party. A clear-cut
division between democratic and neo-traditional institutions is therefore
impossible, and local politics in KwaZulu-Natal are characterised by ‘institutional mutations’ (Beall and Vawda 2004) between neo-traditional and democratic forms of political rule.
Conclusion
This chapter is concerned with the localisation of the travelling model of
democracy and in the transformations of the local political arena in postapartheid South Africa. It illustrates the creativity of local political actors in
dealing with the liberal democratic model as enshrined in the South African
constitution; against a background of severe violent conflict, new forms of
local political power have emerged in recent years. These transformations
become, amongst others, obvious in the quest for one-party rule. Violent competition between political parties in the recent past makes multi-party democracy appear as a threat to fragile peace and stability and it is therefore rejected
in daily political routine and local political culture. The most evident case for
the local divergence from, and conversion of, the liberal democratic model,
and thus for newly emerging forms of political power is the dualism of neotraditional and party-political institutions in local government. When democratically elected political opposition is non-existent and political parties do
not exercise the necessary checks and balances, neo-traditional leaders can fill
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the void, assume a controlling function in local politics and thereby gain more
power. The paradox is, however, that a basically undemocratic institution
eventually plays a significant role in transforming, and at the same time
upholding, the democratic model.
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Chapter 8

Singing for Change

Music as a Means of Political Expression for Young People in Sierra
Leone and Liberia
Sylvanus Spencer
Background

Sierra Leone and Liberia are two small neighbouring West African countries
which are currently undergoing post-war governance reform with the help of
Western nations and international funding agencies. Both have emerged from
bloody and destructive civil wars characterised by brutal human rights violations (Cain 1999; Lord 2000) including the suppression of freedom of
expression.
It was at the turn of the twentieth century that these two countries joined
that unenviable group of African states which have been described as ‘dysfunctional’, ‘failed’ or ‘collapsed’ states and which have given rise to much
pessimism about the future of the African continent (Zartman 1995). The
factors that led to state failure and the outbreak of civil wars in these two
countries were long in the making and have roots which may be found in the
history and politics of these post-colonial states (Conteh-Morgan and DixonFyle 1999; Pham 2004; Alie 2006). Hence, although one cannot discount the
impact of external factors such as neo-colonialism, Cold War politics and
world market forces, internal factors are crucially important variables in
explaining the nature of the African states and the predicaments they face
(Francis 2006).
For Sierra Leone and Liberia, there was fundamentally the scourge of bad
governance over a protracted period of time. It is in recognition of this that
governance reform with the help of the international community is a major
part of post-war reconstruction. Expanding the space for freedom of expression as a way of fostering inclusion, tolerance and broad-based participation in
governance is considered pivotal in post-war peace-building efforts. It is along
these lines of thinking that the peace agreements which brought about a cessation of hostilities and which are guiding the post-war peace-building processes recognise a prominent place for a free media, freedom of expression
and human rights in general. The belief that freedom of expression has the
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potential to contribute to maintaining peace and managing conflict rests on
the observation that violation of this fundamental human right could lead to
an accumulation of citizens’ grievances which may later erupt in violent civil
conflicts as in the case of these Mano River Union countries. Freedom of
expression may not only create room for dialogue between government and
the governed, but also makes for peaceful exchange of views among the citizenry. It has the potential to make governments more accountable, transparent and responsive to the citizenry. In this connection, it has been observed
that autocracy begins with the suppression of free expression in the absence of
which other rights can be violated without fear of any adverse criticism or
being called upon to give account of actions.
As Travers (2005) points out, crushing free expression leads to the victimisation of citizens and to authoritarian rule. Freedom of expression is also crucial
in creating an atmosphere for socio-economic development. Hence, a distinction of post-war governance reform as compared with previous engagements
with rebel groups is the emphasis on the need to address issues through dialogues and compromises rather than resorting to military solutions or adopting violent postures which may be inimical to development aspirations (Fyle
2011; Sawyer 2005).
Youths and the Civil Wars
In accounting for the formation of the RUF/SL (Revolutionary United Front of
Sierra Leone) and the outbreak of the civil war in that country, Abdullah (2004)
centres his analysis on post-independence political culture. He highlights the
role of lumpen youths who in the harsh socio-political and economic climate
of the 1970s and 1980s became more and more alienated and found common
cause with disgruntled and radical students with whom they fraternised in
their ‘potes’ or meeting places where they discussed ‘de [the] system’.
Abdullah points out that lumpen youth culture was associated with drug
abuse, violence and thuggery. Although they dreamed of changing ‘de [the]
system’ and replacing it with a better nation (as called for in some Jamaican
reggae songs they listened to), they lacked a clear vision, ideological focus, and
a well thought out transformation programme. This, he argues, is responsible
for the seemingly senseless and brutal nature of the war, which saw the rebels
alienating the very people they claimed they were fighting to liberate. This
analysis, which is also shared by Yusuf Bangura (2004) and Ismail Rashid (2004)
arrives at a different conclusion from that of Paul Richards (1996) of
whom they are critical. Richards claims that the RUF was made up of ‘excluded

Singing for change

185

intellectuals’, some of whom had been in exile in Liberia and belonged to the
periphery of the political circle. Although it is true that the RUF could claim
some intellectual origins as seen in the bonding between lumpen youths and
radical students, the vast majority were lumpen youths. It was they who went
to Libya for military training, formed the bulk of the rebels and it was they who
directed the course of the war.
Paul Richards (1996) has also treated the civil wars in both Sierra Leone and
Liberia as a crisis of youth. Indeed, a large number of the insurgents in both
countries were illiterate or poorly educated and unemployed youths who in
the face of a declining economy and an exploitative and repressive patrimonial regime had little prospect of a brighter future. They were vulnerable to
extremist views and constituted potential material for violent mob action. For
Richards, it was youths living in the harsh and oppressive conditions of a rural
context rather than disaffected youths in an urban context (as put forward by
Abdallah and others) that constituted the dynamic force of the rebellion.
Drawing from the conclusions of quantitative surveys, he points out that the
vast majority of the fighters were rural youths, many of whom were engaged in
farming. He therefore posits that grievances associated with agrarian tensions
over labour, access to farm land and customary law should be taken into consideration in explaining the civil conflicts in the two Mano River states which
have similar agrarian systems. Qualitative evidence drawn mainly from interviews with ex-combatants about the reasons for their rebellion also underscores the agrarian concerns of marginalised rural youths. He traces such
marginalisation to the excesses of colonial rule at the hands of the British
(Sierra Leone) and the Americo-Liberians (Liberia). Both adopted a system of
indirect rule which propped up corrupt puppet chiefs who were to help with
the collection of taxes and exploitation of the resources of the interior. The
indirect-rule system coupled with an already somewhat harsh customary legal
system malleable to the interest of the ruling elites became machinery for
extortion and repression. Even with the end of indirect rule and colonialism,
the ghosts still linger on in these rural communities.
Krijn Peters also subscribes to the crisis of rural youth thesis. In “Generating
Rebels and Soldiers: On the Socio-economic Crisis of Rural Youth in Sierra
Leone” (2010), he argues that the root causes of the conflict in Sierra Leone can
be divided into two – the first are those connected with the consequences of
state collapse and its ripple effects down to the rural villages, and the second
(which is played out on the local level) concerns rural tensions relating to the
perversion of justice in the local courts, and control over land and labour by
corrupt elders and chiefs that deprives young men of the resources necessary
for marriage, amongst other things. This situation of dependency and vagrancy
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had its roots in the history of the rural areas. He maintains that the political
economy of rural Sierra Leone since the colonial period is plagued by “unresolved tensions between land-holding elites and dislocated peasants or ‘strangers’” (Peters 2010, 325). Peters is gracious enough to concede that socio-economic
crisis among rural youths is not enough to precipitate war since there are many
other countries in Africa where youths are living under similarly harsh socioeconomic circumstances. He however opines that the combination of neopatrimonial state collapse with the disaffection of marginalised rural youths
could have created a highly explosive mix which led to the war. Whether it was
urban youths, as put forward by Abdullah, or rural youths as put forward by
Richards and Peters, that were the major driving force behind the armed struggle, the fact remains that youths were key players in the civil conflict. The
‘lumpen youth culture’ of the 1970s, 1980s and 1990s made certain categories of
youths prone to political violence (Abdullah 1997). In the post-war setting,
youths continue to be a dynamic but disadvantaged sector of the populace.
Their numerical strength, which is over 50% of the population in both countries, has been a cause for concern to those who subscribe to the youth bulge
concept which maintains that where a high percentage of the population is
made up of youths who are not adequately catered for there is a strong tendency for civil conflict to erupt (Aning and Atta-Asamoah 2011). Although most
of the youths are impoverished, unemployed, uneducated or poorly educated,
the urban youths in particular are very much in touch with progressive sociopolitical and economic development taking place elsewhere in the world and
they have expressed a strong desire to see such positive changes in their own
countries.
Danny Hoffman (2006) does not subscribe to an apolitical view of the civil
war in Sierra Leone. He differs from observers such as Robert Kaplan (1994)
and Paul Collier and Anke Hoeffler (2001). Collier and Hoeffler maintain that
instead of grievance, it is rather greed for economic resources that causes
much civil war and that rhetoric about desires for positive socio-political transformation was merely propaganda aimed at winning international support.
Hoffman argues that violence perpetrated in the course of the war was a kind
of political speech born out of desperation by people who want to capture
attention and be heard. For Hoffman, the RUF’s rapes, lootings, mutilations
and other acts of terror should be looked at as springing only partly from economic motives. This resonates with the point made by Richards that war may
be likened to a violent attempt to enter a conversation from which one feels
excluded. Indeed, the one-party system of government, which was instituted
in Sierra Leone in 1978 was similar to the de facto one-party state of neighbouring Liberia in being averse to political inclusion. Prolonged bad governance
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under one-party rule was manifested in (amongst other things) significant
centralisation, marginalisation and the exclusion of certain sectors of the population, including women and youths who did not have much say in the decision-making process. There was also widespread corruption and intolerance of
opposing views (Ayissi and Robin-Edward 2000; Abraham 2000; Boas 2001). In
these over-centralised states, channels for free expression were blocked or
compromised thereby paving the way for dissenting voices to go underground
and resort to violent forms of expression. The impact of bad governance was
also manifested in over-reliance on a corrupt patronage system, which eventually became unsustainable (Reno 2011). Furthermore, there was failure to make
these countries economically viable in spite of their rich natural resources
such as diamonds, which in the case of Sierra Leone came to be considered a
curse rather than a blessing (Smille, Gberie and Hazleton 2000; Davies 2000;
Hirsh 2001).
Freedom of Expression – A Travelling Model
The efforts of Western countries to understand and assist in solving certain
thorny problems of ‘underdevelopment’ and conflict management associated
with African and Third World countries in general has resulted in the global
circulation of certain models for tackling them. The models include gender
mainstreaming, power-sharing and community policing, which are treated in
this book. These globally circulating models were conceived in the West where
for a long time they had been used to address similar problems. Although these
models may have been useful in tackling conflict and promoting development
in the West, when translated into a new context they tend to generate more
conflict in the face of the existing realities on the ground of the new zone of
translation. The right to freedom of expression is a travelling model considered
to be an indispensable ingredient of democratic governance (d’Souza 1996;
Kentridge 1996) and is recommended by Western governments, the World
Bank, the International Monetary Fund, and other funding agencies that have
now made good governance a pre-condition for the receipt of aid and loans by
developing countries (Milliken 2003).
Post-war governance reform in Sierra Leone and Liberia is gradually creating the political space that is generally considered conducive to free expression. The model of free expression is being translated by transnational and
local actors such as pop musicians. The transnational actors include
international governmental agencies like the US Agency for International
Development (USAID) and the UK Department for International Development
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(DFID), United Nations family members such as UNDP, UNESCO, UNIOSIL
(United Nations Integrated Office in Sierra Leone) and UNMIL (United Nations
Mission in Liberia). There are also a host of international NGOs, human rights
organisations and development agencies. These international actors often collaborate with local NGOs, human rights organisations and state agencies in
promoting and defending the model of free expression (Karaganis and
El-Hadidy 2007).
International peace-building operations since the end of the Cold War are
firmly anchored in the idea of the liberal peace. Neoliberal peace-building is
guided and rooted in promoting liberal values and practices. As with the new
humanitarianism, it has a transformational aim for countries emerging from
violent conflict. It is assumed that political and economic liberalisation constitutes a source of self-sustaining peace as seen in the ‘democratic peace’ of the
advanced democracies.
Freedom of Expression Through Singing
Freedom of expression could be exercised through writing, acting and painting, to give just a few examples. However, in post-war Sierra Leone and Liberia,
it is increasingly being exercised through the use of pop songs to air political
views in particular (Shepler 2008). Through singing, dancing and listening to
these often emotionally charged songs, the call for socio-economic and political change is being disseminated far and wide not just through home stereos,
but also through the increasing number of popular FM radio stations and other
entertainment resources. It is generally believed that freely singing these songs
is a manifestation of a growing level of freedom of expression in these two
countries and that they have been contributing towards shaping their democratic future.1
The language in which the songs are generally recorded helps to broaden
their appeal and facilitate their rapid and widespread dissemination. By using
the lingua francas of Sierra Leone (Krio) and Liberia (pidgin), the majority of
citizens are catered for who are unschooled and may not understand English
(the official language in both countries). The use of popular slang, catch
phrases, choice of emotive words and tone of voice help to drive home the
messages of local pop stars.
The songs hold much more than entertainment value. They have demonstrated a capacity to captivate public attention, shape public opinion, facilitate
1 Interview with A.K. Turay, a former Sierra Leonean statesman, 2 April 2007.
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civic education and even mobilise popular support. However, the effects of the
songs could also be counterproductive if they contain hate messages and provocative and inciting lyrics which may inflame passions and spark violent reactions from those who are targeted in the lyrics. Hence, although the free
expression model provides the opportunity for people to make their views
known, if exercised without due consideration of the rights of others and the
maintenance of public order, there may be undesirable outcomes which border on a disruption of the hard-won and fragile peace in these two war-weary
countries. As will be described, this was expressed clearly and forcefully in the
2007 election campaigns in Sierra Leone (Konneh 2007) when supporters and
party-owned radio stations denounced their rivals and galvanised support.
Political campaign rallies in Liberia (2005) and Sierra Leone (2007) saw jubilant and enthusiastic supporters chanting lines and choruses from these songs,
using them to taunt rival camps. This at times provoked very violent reactions,
as in 2007 in the case of the Independence Day masquerade in Freetown when,
in spite of police efforts, All People’s Congress (APC) party supporters clashed
violently with Sierra Leone People’s Party (SLPP) supporters as each camp
taunted the other with provocative songs and abusive language. This incident
would later be examined in an effort to show how the realities of the situation
on the ground are frustrating the translation of the Western model of freedom
of expression into the local contexts or zones of translation. In the end, it turns
out that rather than managing conflict, the model inherently bears the potential to generate new conflict.
Translating Freedom of Expression
Translators of the right to freedom of expression may employ strategies such as
supporting legal reforms designed to promote a climate that is auspicious for
free expression. Support may also be given towards the establishment of a free,
independent and responsible media. Civic education provided through radio
programmes, community outreach and the composition of songs are also
forms of translating freedom of expression.
The translators at times make the model attractive and acceptable in the
local context by pointing out similarities with local values and practices (Merry
2006). It has been observed that translators and brokers of Western development policies and political values often look for some cultural reference point
in the zone of translation, such as relevant symbols or aphorisms to which the
locals could easily relate, thereby making it more likely they will accept it
(Lewis and Mosse 2006). This is very much the case with the American-based
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NGO, Search for Common Ground, which operates in both Sierra Leone and
Liberia translating democratic values such as freedom of expression. Part of its
mission statement says:
We work with local partners to find culturally appropriate means to
strengthen the societies’ capacity to deal with conflict constructively; to
understand the differences and act on the commonalities.
In Sierra Leone and Liberia, Search for Common Ground engages in (amongst
other things) the training of media practitioners and promotion of good governance and development through radio programmes produced and disseminated by its Talking Drum Studio.2 The name ‘Talking Drum’ is a cultural
reference and a local link to the notion of free expression. It refers to a common West African musical instrument which is used not only for entertainment purposes but also to summon people to a public forum or call a gathering
to attention. Talking Drum Studio has been working with local song composers
and dramatists to produce radio programmes extolling free expression and
generally decrying bad governance. The popular “Atunda Ayanda” (“Here and
There”), which is aired in Sierra Leone is an example of this type of radio programme. Although singing has for a long time been an important part of the
cultural expression of the people of Sierra Leone and Liberia (Stone 2005),
such songs whether traditional or pop were rarely used to express critical political views. Instead, love, money and friendship were their main themes.
However, as far back as the 1970s, the arrival of Jamaican reggae songs such as
“Send Another Moses” and “System Dread” helped to encourage the idea that
music can be a powerful medium of political protest especially when some
members of the ruling class considered their lyrics inciting and even took
exception to the playing of these songs over the national radio.
Although people, especially youths, identified with some of the lyrics of
these Jamaican reggae songs and sought to relate them to their own contexts,
the political atmosphere then did not favour the composition, recording and
distribution of such songs. Furthermore, they required technical facilities such
as high-quality recording studios that were not locally available.
However, the space for free expression created by post-war democratisation
saw the rise of many young musicians committed to singing protest songs. This
was also fuelled by the desperation of many urban youths to earn a living during the economically challenging war and immediate post-war periods. Some
passionately adopted the American hip hop (rap) style of music and expressed
2 See http://www.sfcg.org/sfcg/sfcg_home.html.

Singing for change

191

great admiration for some of its stars who had become rich, although
notorious for their vulgar lyrics which at times glorified violence. Being a mixture of instrumental melodies and the spoken word in mainly poetic form, hip
hop was suited to voicing opinions on diverse issues in different parts of the
African continent (Bright 2004).3 The melodies appeal to young people in
particular who having been politically marginalised and deprived of a strong
voice for so long see this as an opportunity to loudly express their views on
diverse issues and to capture a wide audience. The artists do not need a high
level of education or to use English. In a way, hip hop becomes an open
political platform, and music (as has been observed) serves as a kind of journalism (Gecau 1996; Mano 2007) and a part of the social movement media
(Downing 2011).
The local musical stars have not only avidly utilised the space created for the
exercise of freedom of expression, but they are also in some way involved in
translating freedom of expression as a model for tackling conflict. For instance,
during the feverish period of the 2007 elections4 when there was apprehension that Sierra Leone was about to slip back into war, they hastily formed a
coalition of different groups of local artists (musicians, dramatists and
comedians) that went by the name Artists for Peace. With support from
UNDP, they travelled to different parts of the country where they put on free
performances of songs and drama raising awareness about the need for citizens to be tolerant of divergent political views, to peacefully and wisely exercise their voting rights and refrain from interfering in the electoral process
(UNDP 2007). The artists employed the strategy of using local values and symbols in translating freedom of expression. For instance, in one of their wellattended roadside shows held in the rural outskirts of Freetown, a local
musician completed his performance by reminding the audience about the
wisdom behind the local saying “A single broom straw cannot sweep the
house.” He then handed over the microphone to a female member of the audience who had volunteered to explain the meaning of the saying. She nervously
said, “It means that we should accommodate our different views and work
together for the common good.” The audience registered their approval with
loud cheers. Another artist drew from the local concept of ‘fambul talk’ (family
3 In post-apartheid South Africa, hip hop is an important medium for voicing resentment and
opinions on various issues. The use of hip hop rap as a means of political expression by young
people is also evident in East Africa and parts of West Africa.
4 The 2007 elections were an acid test of Sierra Leone’s democratic progress since the end of
the war in 2000. For the first time since the war, the nation conducted its own elections without the presence of foreign troops to maintain order.
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discussions),5 pointing out that in a small country like Sierra Leone, citizens
are all members of one family and no matter what their differences, they
should be resolved by dialogue and not violence. In this way, the musicians
became voter and civic educators.
The involvement of musical stars in the translation of the right to freedom of expression was also evident in their staging of a peace concert to
support female participation in the 2007 elections. The peace concert was
sponsored by UNIOSIL in collaboration with 50/50, a women’s advocacy
group which seeks to give women a stronger voice by increasing their representation in parliament. Songs supportive of gender parity were performed at
the concert.
The counterpart of UNIOSIL in Liberia is UNMIL. As in Sierra Leone, the latter
is considered an important translator of the free expression model in that
country. This is not surprising because the United Nations was very much
involved in restoring peace in these two countries and through its family members is deeply involved in governance reform and peace-building activities in
them. It is after all Article 19 of the United Nations Declaration on Human
Rights which enshrines freedom of expression as a fundamental human right.
The involvement of musical stars in the translation of freedom of expression is also evident in some of their lyrics which adulate the value of free
speech as the foundation of a peaceful democratic society. This comes out very
clearly in the song of the Liberian singer, David Tipoteh. Part of it says:
The culture of silence is a dangerous weapon.
Talking is better than shooting your brother
When everything is fine we will all be happy.
In an interview with Raynold Cooper, a teenage Liberian fan of Tipoteh and
former child soldier who claimed to have dropped out of school because of the
economic downturn in his country, was quick to opine that there was “much
truth” in his hero’s assertion that “silence is a dangerous weapon” and dialogue
is preferable to shooting one’s brother.
No matter the degree of feasibility that underlies the freedom of expression
model, efforts to practicalise it in a non-Western context may at times inadvertently result in undesirable consequences. The following incident is illustrative
of this.

5 The ‘fambul talk’ concept is usually invoked in dispensing traditional justice and undertaking
reconciliation from below (Alie 2012).
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When Singing for Change became Fighting for Change
Singing and dancing have always been part of the yearly celebrations of Sierra
Leone’s independence from British colonial rule. The 46th anniversary celebrated on Independence Day (27th April) 2007 was no exception, only that the
songs that dominated the airwaves were unusually politically derisive and
bluntly advocated for a change of political regime. It was expected that the
2007 presidential and general elections, which was just three months away,
would be the vehicle for such change. Some young people openly expressed
the opinion that as far as the nation’s independence was concerned, there was
not much to celebrate. For them, what was being celebrated was the strong
hope that regime change was imminent and with that would come an improvement in the nation’s standard of living.
Therefore, with such high expectations, the 46th Independence Day
celebrations took place in a tense political atmosphere. The celebrations
spilt over into the next day, 28 April. A major highlight of the celebrations on
that day was the singing and dancing processions of mask devils, some of
which were aligned to one of the two leading political parties – the SLPP
which was then the ruling party or the APC which was then the leading
opposition party.
Most of the masquerades were young people roughly between the ages of 18
and 40. In general, these youths, who for a long time did not have much say in
governance, viewed this as a welcome opportunity to make known their views
and shape the political fortunes of their country. In the past, young people
were, in the words of one interviewee, “simply abused, misused and refused by
unscrupulous politicians” who during election campaigns employed them as
thugs and later reneged on promises to improve their lot.6
In Liberia too the youths who constitute a long-marginalised sector make
up the bulk of the population. They often express pessimism about the future.
The urban youths in particular have openly voiced their disappointment at the
attitudes and performance of their political leaders. Growing social problems
such as illiteracy, unemployment and drug abuse deepen their frustration.
Through the lyrics of pop songs such as “Mr Government” in Sierra Leone and
“Greedy Politicians” in Liberia, young people have become very vocal in decrying bad governance and advocating for change. This development is a far cry
from the past. Party-owned and party-aligned radio stations have become very
active in popularising the songs, which are in their favour.
6 Interview with Ola Berri, chairman of Calaba Town Youth Organization in the east of
Freetown, 17 July 2007.
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By midday on 28 April, many streets of the east and central parts of Freetown
were full of these mainly youthful masquerades in which many people were
proudly dressed in their party colours. Supporters from both sides criss-crossed
each other as they moved to the different assembly points where the processions were supposed to leave from. Some simply hung around waiting to join
the procession of their political persuasion as it moved by. The police had
maintained a heavy presence since the early hours of that morning, closely
observing every move in order to ensure that law and order was maintained.
They had learnt from previous experience that hooligans often infiltrate such
processions, and, with the tense political climate, they felt they needed to be
on high alert. To minimise the chance of politically motivated clashes between
the two sides, the police had carefully mapped out different routes for each
camp of masquerades to follow. They also accompanied the processions,
shouting out directions from loudspeakers and weeding out troublemakers.
The colourful processions of each political camp danced through the narrow streets of Freetown undetered by the dust and the blazing heat of the sun.
The traditional form of musical entertainment (musicians playing Milo Jazz)
was near the front of each procession, just behind the mask devil, but this was
not loud enough to provide entertainment for the entire body of masquerades
so some smaller following groups played music from cassette/compact disc
players. Some larger groups were led by open trucks carrying jumbo-size speakers connected to amplifiers. Other groups simply sang and clapped as they
danced along. The masquerade of APC supporters filled the air with the lyrics
of pop songs directed against socio-political and economic ills such as corruption, lack of patriotism, economic decline and political intolerance. They
lamented the discouraging state of affairs in the recent past and they called for
changes to be not only positive, but swift.
One of these songs was the widely acclaimed anti-corruption song by Gerald
Adolphus Cole (Daddy Saj) titled “Corruption e Do So” (“Corruption is Enough”)
which was released in 2003. Daddy Saj sings about different forms of corruption, not only by politicians, but also among public servants and the general
citizenry. He appeals passionately for a halt to this cancer that is eating at the
tissue of the nation.7 Other favourites were popular songs by Emerson Bockarie,
a young university graduate of humble parentage. These included, “Bobor
Beleh” (“Boy with Bloated Stomach”) and “Two Foot Arata” (“Two-footed Rats”)
which contained stinging attacks on the ill-gotten gains of some political elites.
7 For some time, this widely acclaimed song was used to introduce anti-corruption radio programmes aired over the national radio but it was later discontinued because it reportedly
displeased the government of the day.
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There was also “Big Wait Forl” (“Big White Fowl”) released by a group called
Extra O. The song attacked the vices of hypocrisy, deceitfulness and greed
among the ruling elites. The introductory stanza of the song is as follows:
Den na big wait forl
Na dem dae make di country fall
Una warn dem O
Le den nor make man den recall.
However, it was “Injectment [Ejectment] Notice” which dominated the airwaves on Independence Day and during the entire election period, sung by
Innocent (Emmanuel Kuti George) who considers himself a crusader against
corruption and who had hitherto been a little-known artist. This song cast
aspersions on the government of the day and was successful in undermining
its popularity with a melodious chorus repeatedly appealing for its eviction
from power, asserting that if this did not happen, the country would not know
peace. Part of the song says:
We en tief man nor go dae under di same roof
Na dat make are nor dae na den side
Are go say di true I lek den put me na jail.
Meanwhile, on the other side of town, the SLPP supporters dancing behind
their mask devil Arie Wutehteh’ (Devil of Abundance) proudly declared their
support for their party and called on others to join them for a brighter future.
“Landlord”, a pro-government song released by Orbah (a disabled person with
only one leg) was on the lips of party supporters that day. In fact, the song was
a direct response to that of Innocent. It portrayed the government as a landlord who could not be evicted from his estate by his tenants. As they processed
jubilantly through certain quarters of the city that were considered an APC
stronghold, unsuccessful efforts were made to disrupt their procession through
stone-throwing and insults.
With this exception, the masquerading proceeded peacefully until the late
afternoon when there was a much more serious clash between supporters of
the two rival political parties in the densely populated residential area of
Mountain Cut.
It started when onlookers, who apparently belonged to the other major
political party, started shouting their disapproval of some of the lyrics which
they perceived as directed against their party. The taunting and catcalls grew
into malicious exchanges that soon became so heated that they degenerated
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into stone-throwing. The height of the fracas was reached when the angry masquerades broke through the police-designated buffer zone to face the SLPP
camp of masquerades claiming that it was their right to express their political
views wherever they desired.
The police were temporarily overwhelmed as the two sides confronted each
other violently. By the time the situation was brought under control, several
people had been injured, goods looted and vehicles vandalised. Above all, the
incident helped to widen the gulf of intolerance between the two sides. Not
long after the incident, the president threatened to declare a state of emergency if the growing storm of political intolerance in the country did not abate.
The incident described above is not just an example of how songs with
political undertones are being employed as a medium of free expression, but is
also an example of the difficulties associated with translating the Western
model of freedom of expression in post-war Sierra Leone. What started off as a
free and peaceful expression of political views through singing and dancing
mutated into violent street fights.
The aim of the model’s translators is to effectively manage conflicts in these
post-war countries, thereby allowing the stability that is usually considered
conducive for development to take place (Ansah 1989). However, it is generally
agreed that a lack of tolerance of opposing views was the fundamental source
of the violent conflict in the event described above. Ideally, the model requires
that citizens should respect the right of others to make known their views and
this should be done responsibly, without violating the rights of others or jeopardising their security. In the incident described above, overzealous supporters
from both camps were not prepared to give the other side the opportunity to
make known its political views peacefully and allow the undecided voters to
make up their minds. The pre-war and wartime legacy of relying on force as a
way to make political gains runs counter to the essence of free expression
which is to encourage a democratic political culture of dialogue, compromise
and inclusion.
The use of abusive language during the incident has been cited as an example of the irresponsible exercise of the right to free expression which could
ignite violent confrontations. In this connection, Sergeant I. Bangura (a police
officer who was engaged in crowd control during the scuffle and claimed to
have sustained injuries) pointed out that apart from polluting the air with foul
language, most of the derogatory remarks made against certain individuals
could not be adequately substantiated and in a court of law these could be
taken as slanderous.
A good number of those using abusive language were under the influence of
alcohol and hard drugs, which in some cases had been provided by party agents
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to encourage them to aggressively express their support for their party. Edward
Sowa of Kroo Bay, an impoverished part of the city, revealed during an interview that he and two of his friends had accepted T-shirts, alcohol, cocaine and
the sum of SLL20,000 (about US$7) from party agents to join the APC masquerade. He further disclosed that their true loyalty was with another party. A musician also revealed that he was once approached by a party agent to release
songs in their favour for a handsome fee.8 This raises the issue of the role of
political elites in translating the model of free expression.
In several public statements and official documents, members of the elite
operating at the national level have pledged their commitment to promoting and
defending the model. However, reform-minded citizens generally consider them
to be slow in carrying out the legal reforms that are free-expression friendly such
as enacting a Freedom of Information Bill and repealing the 1965 Public Order
Act.9 Furthermore, the interviews with Edward Sowa and the anonymous musician mentioned above illustrate how politicians have been exceptionally crafty
in co-opting people and generally manipulating the model by taking advantage
of the high rate of poverty and illiteracy in the zones of translation. For ridiculously small sums of money, some poor, illiterate and desperate citizens have
been easily seduced into going against their political convictions by, for example,
engaging in praise singing on behalf of political parties or selling their voter identification cards, thereby depriving themselves of the ability to exercise their right
to vote. This does not however imply that in the new political dispensation a
significant number of youths continue to be soft targets for manipulation in the
hands of mischievous politicians. Many youths value independent-mindedness
and are keen to take their destiny into their hands within the framework of the
post-war democratisation process. As a Sierra Leonean youth put it, “politicians
are no longer manipulating us, we are manipulating them”.
It could be argued that politicians tend to be much more assertive about the
value of free expression when they are in opposition since they see it as a way
of pulling down their political rivals. Hence, during periods of electioneering,
they become suddenly very visible in undertaking civic – and voter-education
programmes through the youth and women’s wings of their parties. In this
context the politicians are very vocal about the rights of citizens to express
their political views freely by exercising their voting rights, and they work to
promote voting through election masquerades and rallies.
8 Some musicians interviewed disclosed that they had rejected offers to sing praise songs for
politicians for a huge fee.
9 This Act makes libel a criminal offence which carries penalty of imprisonment. The sale of
printed lyrics may be incriminating.
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So far, political elites operating at the national level have relied more on cooption and manipulation than the outright violation of free expression.
However, there are growing concerns that the possibility exists for this to happen. It was the fear of this happening coupled with the possibility of being
lynched by overzealous supporters that forced some local musicians such as
Jungle Leaders, Pupa Banja and Innocent into hiding on the eve of the 2007
elections in Sierra Leone.10
The preference of the elite for co-option and manipulation is very much the
outcome of transnational connections. They need the support of the international community for the legitimisation of their regimes and for the receipt of
aid and loans. In this connection, a Liberian senator said frankly, “In order to
be in the good books of the international community, care is always taken to
give the impression that we are supportive of free expression and other fundamental human rights even when we have certain reservations.” At this point,
he leaned back in his swivel chair and looked me straight in the eyes apparently for emphasis and added, “We believe that for change to be deep-rooted
and meaningful, it should be gradual and we would not like to be seen as puppets of a neo-colonial ploy.” The aversion to being seen as “puppets of a neocolonial ploy” emanates from a feeling among many African elites that the
former colonial powers of the West are bent on perpetuating their colonial-era
dominance through indirect and subtle means such as pressuring states to
adopt policies that protect their interests and hegemony. Such suspicions
affect the way Western models of governance are related to, and adapted by,
some political elites. When viewed from the perspective of a vertical topography of power, transnational connections are evident not only at the top layer
where the state operates, but also lower down where local civil-society groups
(ideally representing the masses) have complex transnational links (Ferguson
2006; Englund 2006). Hence, many of the local translators of free expression
and other human rights are dependent on outside funding and even directives.
It is through the activism of these local actors that the transnational is interpreted to the local and the local to the transnational. They seek to create coherence by giving meaning to international policies and fitting them into local
logic thereby facilitating the acceptance of freedom of expression and other
Western models in local settings.
Elderly traditional rulers who operate at local government level and have a
reputation for being conservative have expressed some apprehension about
10

The Liberian musician, Real Nigger, once had cause to go into hiding at West Point, a
congested and impoverished area of Monrovia where he could count on the protection of
his multitude of fans residing there.
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freedom of expression undermining their pre-eminent position and bringing
about an unwelcomed shift in political power in favour of “misguided and
inexperienced youths”.11 They believe the youths have exploited the space created for free expression to broaden their base of participation in governance,
not only through singing political songs, but by establishing an array of civilsociety organisations and, in the case of Sierra Leone, dominating elected local
councils and increasing their numbers in the legislature.
The lyrics of some political songs have been criticised as being harsh and
disrespectful by older Sierra Leoneans, who may support free expression, but
not the ‘discourteous’ lyrics of the songs. For example, while discussing the
independence celebration clash at a popular bar called Sony Marke, Nathaniel
John (a retired headmaster) complained angrily about the lyrics of the song,
“Wata [Water] Mellon Politics”. In particular he was displeased with Daddy
Saj’s reference to fickle-minded politicians as “political ashawos [prostitutes]”
who are always ready to change sides to satisfy their selfish political ambitions.
The elderly customer sitting next to him at the interview was quick to support
this criticism. Banging his pint of beer on the table, he said angrily, “These
songs should be censored. Some lyrics are not only disrespectful, but very rude!
Our young people need to be taught that no matter the situation, elders and
leaders should be addressed politely.” He conceded however that the freedom
to express oneself through singing against the ills of society should not be tampered with.
‘Disrespectful’ lyrics have also been criticised in Emerson’s protest songs
against corruption in which he refers to corrupt public officials as thieves, rats
and gluttons. Dear Boy of Liberia calls them “evil genius[es]” who “have all the
ingenuity when it comes to evil creation”. He sings:
They are evil genius
Destruction is their only friend
Development is their enemy.
Apart from dissatisfaction with what is perceived to be impoliteness in the lyrics, some conservative citizens have pointed to some of the words and ideas in
these songs, claiming they are inflammatory or promote violence. For instance,
the idea of a forceful removal from office is implied in the song “Baliff” which
is Innocent’s response to Obha’s pro-government song, “Landlord”. In his earlier song, “Injectment [Ejectment] Notice”, Innocent sings of puncturing the
stomachs of unpopular politicians who insist on perpetuating their hold on
11

Interview with Chief Alimamy Kargbo of Lookingtown.
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power at all cost. Similarly, Emerson in his popular “Borbor Beleh”, maintains
that it is right to beat up a thief (which in this context refers to a corrupt politician) until he loses one of his teeth. Such lyrics not only hold the potential
therefore to breed violence, but also serve as an excuse for the curtailment of
free expression in the name of maintaining public order. The violence associated with the Independence Day celebrations and other clashes between political parties led directly to calls for the government to declare a state of
emergency that would have curtailed free expression in various forms.
It has been asserted by some Sierra Leoneans that the use of inflammatory
lyrics is symptomatic of the violence that these countries have just emerged
from. However, one also has to keep in mind that the American hip hop which
is a source of inspiration for these young artists is renowned for its violent and
obscene lyrics and this could also be a contributory factor affecting the way the
model is understood and received. Multiple translations create the possibility
of divergent understandings and conflicting applications of the model.
Some transnational translators of freedom of expression in Sierra Leone
and Liberia focus their attention on the print and electronic media as channels
of free expression. However, because of the very high rate of illiteracy in these
countries, the vast majority of people could not express themselves through
writing nor gain information from this sort of media. Although there are two
party-owned radio stations and a number of community radio stations
through which the voices of people can be heard and political information
gained, political expressions through song recordings on cassettes and compact discs have a wider appeal since the songs deal not only with political
reasoning, but also with emotions. In these countries where copyright laws
are flouted with impunity, songs are easily and speedily multiplied and disseminated. It is the power this music has as a form of political expression
that has led some promoters of the model to support and collaborate with
local musicians.
Conclusion
Although freedom of expression is promoted as a model for managing conflict
and promoting development in post-conflict states, when viewed against the
backdrop of the peculiar realities on the ground in Sierra Leone and Liberia
(such as high levels of poverty and illiteracy, and the political context) it seems
paradoxically that freedom of expression has the potential to mutate into
more conflict. Such unintended conflict may stem from amongst other things,
what some observers refer to as the ‘irresponsible exercise of the right to free
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expression’ or the tendency of conservatives to resist the new in the name
of protecting cherished, but fast-fading traditions. The sudden exposure to
the opportunity of free expression and the euphoria with which it has
been embraced adds to the complexities of translating the model. Approaching
freedom of expression and other travelling models with the realisation
that there is potential for their translation to be counterproductive potentially
helps to avoid the disappointment of the now discredited ‘one-size-fits-all’
approach based on simplistic assumptions that fail to consider the local
context (Carothers 1999). Unlike with a top-down approach, due consideration is given to cultural relativism and the fact that the receiving populations
are not merely passive recipients. In the process of re-embedding the model in
a new setting it is bound to undergo some transformation, manipulation,
adaptation, modification and even rejection (Rottenburg 2008). It is naïve to
expect an exact replica of what obtains in the zone where the model was disembedded. This means that translators of freedom of expression and other
models of conflict management should anticipate these issues and brace
themselves for the unintended outcomes of their translation, which may well
be violent.
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Chapter 9

Translations of Community Policing in Different
Social Orders in Stellenbosch, South Africa
Tinashe Pfigu, Kees (C.S.) van der Waal1
A vision of democratic policing as a more communitarian process, based
on a long tradition of organized self-help in many black communities …
shaped the choice of a model that anticipated citizen mobilization around
community protection in even the poorest areas.
Gordon 2001, 131

Introduction
Policing has become pluralised, especially under the neoliberal conditions
that drive privatisation and new forms of ‘responsibilization’ (Shearing and
Marks 2004, 197). Thus, what has been called ‘networked nodal governance’ in
the field of security has come into being (Dixon 2004, 263). But these nodes are
not always optimally networked, and there is often resistance to the forms of
policing that the state promotes, leading to different translations of official
models. In this chapter, we analyse disjunctures between various translations
of community policing in South Africa, specifically in the Stellenbosch area of
the Western Cape. The chapter makes a contribution, through critical discourse analysis and ethnography, to a largely policy-oriented body of scholarly
literature on the field.
South Africa has a very high crime rate. Considerations of travelling models
of conflict management therefore focus inter alia on the way both the government and affected populations handle this issue. National social policy carries
an optimistic discourse about a social world that can be engineered, but apartheid created conditions in which some areas and social categories became the
main generators of crime, with the poor as the main victims. The unfinished
business of the political transformation of 1994 may have contributed to crime
among marginalised citizens (Shaw 2002, 9, 19, 41, 53). The quotation above
reflects the fashionable thinking about how high crime levels should be
1 This chapter is the result of a collaborative project. Tinashe Pfigu did her doctoral research in
Die Boord, Kylemore and Kayamandi, while Kees van der Waal worked in Lanquedoc.
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addressed, namely by a communitarian response. Since the 1980s there has
been a wave of initiatives across the world to foster the participation of ‘the
community’ in governance. One reason is the assumption that development
and governance work best when people take ownership; another is the scaling
down of state spending due to the dominant neoliberal discourse. The global
circulation of the idea of community raises the question of how this multifaceted notion is translated into models of community policing. How is the model
of community policing figuring as a technology of social ordering by defining
and providing security and thereby establishing novel connections – often
termed ‘partnerships’ – between the state, the commercial sector and civil
society in providing security?
With the advent of democratic government in the early 1990s, community
policing was introduced in South Africa with the aim of improving relations
between residents and the police. We discuss three localities in and around
Stellenbosch in the Western Cape Province to explore what ‘putting policing
into the hands of the people’ means. The three localities were chosen to represent class and geographic differences: Die Boord, a suburb for mainly white,
relatively wealthy residents; the Dwars River Valley (the towns of Lanquedoc
and Kylemore), 12km north of Stellenbosch, which is home to mostly ‘coloured’
working class and some middle-class residents; and Kayamandi, an impoverished black township on the border of Stellenbosch town.2
The central question in this chapter is how different conceptions of social
order, expressed in the multifaceted notion of ‘community’, are translated into
a set of practices of community policing to produce order. In particular we use
the notion of translation to depict how the idea of community policing defined
in an abstract model plays out at the local level. Jesilow and Parsons (2000) are
somewhat idealistic in arguing that community policing has the potential to
impact positively on the social health of a polarised nation, as it differs from
the usual waging of a war on the poor. In contrast, this chapter pursues a more
systematic answer to this question by following local translations of the model
of community policing and asks how these are deployed in social settings that
are extremely diverse and that give rise to their blending with vigilantism and
violent methods of social control.
To follow the translation of this model, this chapter discusses two forms of
local organisation in the field of community policing. First, the focus is on
neighbourhood watches and related formal and informal community policing
activities, including vigilantism, in the three localities. The focus then shifts to
2 ‘Coloured’ was one of the official apartheid population categories and referred to those,
mainly Afrikaans-speaking people that were of ‘mixed descent’.
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the functioning of the community policing forums, which are statutory bodies
created by local police stations in response to government policy. We compare
the three different sites and attempt a contextual interpretation, which considers racialised class dimensions, high levels of inequality and the limitations of
the state as a background to discuss different translations of community policing. As a flexible concept that has US origins but is now an international trend,
community policing has been received differently in different places, leading
to different translations (Dixon 2004, 251; Shearing and Marks 2004, 201).
Translation of a Globalised Policing Model
The tensions in South Africa’s recent history between a democratic and developmental form of policing on the one hand, and policing as tough crime control
on the other are well documented (Dixon 2004; Du Plessis and Louw 2005;
Gordon 2001; Pelser, Schnettler, and Louw 2002; Rauch 2002; Shaw 2002; Tait
and Usher 2002). Prior to the political settlement of 1994, the apartheid government had already turned to community policing in the form of police reservists
and neighbourhood watches in an attempt to legitimise the police force. In the
new South Africa, further reforms of the police were needed to address inequalities in service delivery, demilitarise the police, transform the police into a public service and address the lack of accountability. Foreign funding during the
early years of South Africa’s transition was pivotal for these reforms, and visiting
experts propagated community policing as an appropriate model for the police.
As the first years of liberation passed, the persistent socio-economic disparities in the country – inequality, unemployment and violent crime – emerged
more clearly. The result was that the contrasting approaches of (a) crime prevention, and (b) crime control were both institutionalised, with the government
increasingly tending towards a ‘strong-arm’ approach. The effect was that community policing was introduced enthusiastically, but soon relegated to a reduced
position. In the interim South African constitution of 1993, community policing
forums were envisaged for every policing district, with the explicit aim of overseeing and informing the work of the local South African Police Service. This
was in line with the need to transform the police from a tool of oppression to a
service. Two years later the emphasis shifted away from oversight to a relationship of partnership, as expressed in the South African Police Service Act of 1995.
The role of community policing forums was reduced to the provision of assistance to improve police services and to mobilise the community. Whereas the
Act oriented community policing towards the police, the focus on co-operation
with civil society remained silent on questions of accountability.
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The National Crime Prevention Strategy of 1996 led to further contradictions. The policy emphasised the inclusivity of all government institutions and
civil society in the prevention of crime and linked it to long-term economic
development. The policy was, however, undermined by the lack of implementing capacity and a narrow focus on criminal justice reform. Moreover, as Pelser,
Schnetler and Louw (2002, 137) have pointed to, “the adoption of policy models
from the developed West, [was] with little, if any, assessment of the feasibility
of these models in the South African context.” In 1997 the Community Policing
Policy Framework and Guidelines were made public by the national
Department of Safety and Security. Again, community policing was framed as
a collaborative partnership. The role of civil society had changed to being
instrumental in problem-oriented policing, focused on identifying ‘hot spots’
and fighting crime. The 1998 White Paper on Safety and Security underlined
the “necessity to enhance the spirit of voluntarism in our country” (Berg 2004,
226), but this was subject to aggressive enforcement of order. Furthermore, the
assumption of a united community, ready to assist with establishing legitimacy and accountability of the South African Police Service, while also supporting tough crime control, was certainly overly optimistic.
Visible class and ‘racial’ differences in South Africa underlie policing in different local settings. In middle-class (mostly white) suburbs and commercial
farm areas, private security companies provide policing. Unsurprisingly, the
privatisation of policing tends to reinforce inequalities in a deeply divided
South African society. As the state is unable to spread the coverage of the police
evenly, the result is the privatisation of policing in the wealthier areas and the
emergence of informal justice and vigilantism in the poorer areas. This is functional to the neoliberal economic policy of a government that needs crime to
be less visible (Baker 2004, 209; Benit-Gbaffou 2008, 95,105,106; Gordon 2001,
136; Tait and Usher 2002, 57). The development of forms of community policing “epitomises what Foucault foresaw as the ‘future of the penal system’, where
norms of social order and the tasks of surveillance are devolved to the residents” (Benit-Gbaffou 2008, 94). Against this background of policy changes
and the introduction of the community policing model in the time of neoliberalism, the question becomes: How did this process manifest itself in quite
different social contexts?
Different Social Orders and Local Reactions to Crime
Although a national policy defined the formal structures, crime prevention
and crime management carried different meanings in different communities.
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The comparative ethnographic work on neighbourhood watches and related
crime prevention and crime management actions in Die Boord, the Dwars
River Valley and Kayamandi, on which this chapter is based, suggests community policing in practice was strongly influenced by local specificities, including levels of urbanisation and class relations. Furthermore, while the police
had their own interpretation of what partnership in community policing
should be, people in local communities had expectations of a symmetric reciprocal relationship. The notion of ‘social order’ (Benit-Gbaffou 2008) is analytically useful for indicating that community policing emerged differently in the
three social settings we studied.
Buying Exclusive Racialised Private Security
Die Boord, a middle-class suburb a few minutes’ drive from the town centre,
was developed on a former fruit farm in the early 1980s. Its proximity to the
town centre, elite schools, the private medical centre and a shopping complex
make it a convenient suburb. The suburb provides a variety of accommodation:
family houses, a few townhouse complexes and student rooms at private
homes. The residents are mostly upper-middle-class white Afrikaans-speakers,
with English-speaking whites and white citizens of countries in the global
North mixed in. Properties were priced from ZAR1,500,000 (about €150,000) in
2010. Houses are spacious and well maintained, and most of the securely fenced
gardens have automatic watering systems and are cared for by gardeners.
The Stellenbosch Watch was formed by residents from different areas in
Stellenbosch as a neighbourhood watch in 1997 and initially did its own patrolling. By the time of the research, patrolling had been outsourced to a private
security firm, which conducted 24-hour vehicle patrols daily. Those residents
who were voluntary members (80%) paid monthly subscriptions of ZAR80.
The Stellenbosch Watch had also received financial support from the
Stellenbosch Municipality since its inception.
In the suburbs of Stellenbosch, where the residents were predominantly
white, there was already an extensive use of private security companies. In the
affluent neighbourhoods across South Africa, property owners afforded to deal
with insecurity by buying or renting security services with a hefty price tag.
The working of private security shows that the upper and middle classes have
“taken their direct responsibility for their policing. In reducing their reliance
on the state as a guarantor of peace, they have taken control over the ways in
which their worlds are secured” (Davis 1990 in Brogden and Shearing 1993, 4).
Private policing has indeed become vital in the provision of policing in South
Africa, assisting the state in maintaining public order, peace and security; only
available to those who are able to afford paying for it. The affluent suburbs tend
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to have high levels of security provision due to perimeter walls, alarms and
surveillance. Although risk is minimised, the measures taken by residents who
can afford extra security do not mean that they are not victims of crime.
The knowledge that the middle and upper classes were still vulnerable, even
with active armed private security surveillance, increased their need to protect
themselves by means of technological security mechanisms. The use of passwords, remote controls, CCTV, alarm systems and controlled access were a
reflection of this. One elderly woman in Die Boord demonstrated the measures
she had taken to make sure she was safe. She explained how she had bars on
her windows, an alarm system, and the number of one of her neighbours and
the Stellenbosch Watch on speed-dial. She flashed the two remote control pads
she had, one with panic buttons. She was confident that she was protected and
if there would be an attacker in her home, help would be there for her promptly.
Many residents felt confident that private security and technology protected
their families and they relied more on private security than on the police.
However, some residents in Die Boord realised the false sense of security in
which they lived. One resident who was very critical of private security
remarked, “It is not just our crime policy that does not look good; there is a
problem with private security as well. This comment evoked the regular house
and car burglaries in Die Boord, reported by the weekly local newspaper,
Eikestad News. Worse still, the murder of a woman in her home by the son of
her domestic worker and his friends in 2009, during a burglary gone wrong,
was a wake-up call for many residents.
Private security cars always patrolled in Die Boord, but despite this a brutal
murder had occurred, an extraordinary event among the many crimes that
were talked about and recorded in Die Boord. In the aftermath, flyers were
handed out in Die Boord by the Stellenbosch Watch promoting the need to be
more proactive in a collective way to prevent crime. The flyer read: “For a
neighbourhood watch to be effective, it is critical to get as many as possible
residents to become involved”. Further information encouraged residents to
provide the neighbourhood watch with their telephone numbers and email
addresses for fast communication about safety issues. They gave the example
of the neighbourhood watch in one of the nearby suburbs which had an efficient database, 95 volunteers and residents who patrolled in their own cars.
The meetings and deliberations that followed those flyers resulted initially in
the establishment of five zones in the suburb with a resident in charge of each
zone. Efforts were made to update the database with residents’ information
and initiate patrols by residents. Before the murder, residents were not actively
involved in the patrols, but many then expressed anxiety about security and
were eager to do something to ‘improve’ their security situation. In 2011 and
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2012 one could observe that new fences, gates and walls had been erected
around a number of houses that had not had any surrounding walls before.
The working of private security was commented on by Samara (2010, 641),
based on his fieldwork in Cape Town. He pointed to the production and reproduction of racial spaces produced by neoliberal policing, especially private
policing. Samara argues that private policing “produces a form of social ordering based on emerging conceptions of racialised citizenship linked to market
access” (Samara 2010, 637). Private policing regulated the access of non-white
unemployed and poor people by surveillance in the predominantly white suburbs. It could be observed in Die Boord how racial profiling took place when
lower-class black or coloured visitors to the suburb, usually begging for food,
money and clothes, were identified, harassed and escorted to the edge of the
suburb by the Stellenbosch Watch patrolling officers. Hence, the money-driven
private policing model produced exclusionary spaces in which race and class
played a crucial role. In contrast, in the next section we describe community
policing in a less affluent setting as voluntary social organisation.
Upholding Respectability Through Voluntary Patrols of
Neighbourhood Watches
The Dwars River Valley consists of commercial farms, agribusinesses and several towns (Kylemore, Lanquedoc, Pniel, Johannesdal and Meerlust). It has a
long agrarian history, dating back to colonial settlement in the seventeenth
century. In Pniel ex-slaves were settled around a church and school by 1843.
The town expanded by the early twentieth century into the adjoining
Johannesdal and the town of Kylemore where the inhabitants became private
homeowners, as in Pniel, and became economically more successful. Towards
the end of the nineteenth century, the tycoon-politician Cecil John Rhodes
acquired most of the land in the valley and moved into deciduous fruit production for export. The mainly coloured workers on the farms and in the towns
were in a paternalistic relationship with the white landowners. By the middle
of the twentieth century, African migrant workers from the Eastern Cape were
drawn to the farms and were housed in a hostel, separately from the small
towns in the valley.
An important recent development that had a large socio-economic impact
was the decision of Anglo American, the mining giant that had become the
main landowner in the valley, to sell its land. This was concurrent with the villagisation of 3000 farmworkers into Lanquedoc village in 2004. The large landholdings were sold in a black empowerment deal to the newly established
Boschendal Company. The new company was premised on a change in land
use: from wine and fruit farming to real estate development. In effect, the new
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owners had bought their land, emptied of the former resident farmworkers,
but tied to a corporate social responsibility obligation to ensure the former
workers benefited from the real estate income, as expressed in the Boschendal
Sustainable Development Initiative (Dennis Moss Partnership 2005) and the
social compact that this entailed. In this section we focus on the neighbourhood watches in Kylemore and Lanquedoc.
Kylemore
According to the chairperson of the Kylemore neighbourhood watch, the
organisation was formed in 1997 through an initiative of a group of men and
with the support of the police. The station commander of Groot Drakenstein
police station at the time spread the idea of community policing. The police
station was faced with an acute shortage of manpower and many in the valley
were unhappy with the work of the police. Disturbances that arose from alcohol abuse, associated violent behaviour, and theft were a cause of concern at
that time.
The first members of the Kylemore neighbourhood watch registered the
organisation for a fee of ZAR55, paid from their own pockets, and attended the
training for volunteers. In its early days, members patrolled the streets on foot
and had very limited resources. They relied initially on the few telephones in
their locality to contact the police or each other to attend to an incident. As
incidents of theft were reported on the surrounding farms, some of the farmers
approached the Kylemore neighbourhood watch to patrol on their farms as
well. The Kylemore neighbourhood watch received a much-needed boost
through financial support, a two-way radio system and a car from the farm
owners.
The work of the Kylemore neighbourhood watch was initially dominated by
men; women only joined in 2003. In comparison to the Kayamandi neighbourhood watch, where women actively patrolled the streets alongside male volunteers, the role of the female members in Kylemore centred on attending to the
radio, recording incidents and putting together the reports after night patrols.
It was mostly through the short debriefing sessions after the patrols that female
members made their suggestions. Just before a typical night patrol, a member
on duty brought a hard copy of the duty roster for that month. He explained
that about three or four men were allocated a week’s duty at a time. A female
member who was part of the shift stayed at home to attend to her radio, reporting any incidents. As we set off for the patrol, we went to the house of the
woman who was on duty. There was a short briefing and the radios were tested.
The fuel in the tank was checked and the kilometres on the speedometer were
recorded. The sun had not yet set since it was summer, so we patrolled Kylemore
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for about an hour. The men explained what their work entailed during the
daily patrol. The patrols around the farms involved checking with the farmers
whether everything was OK and driving slowly through the area to report if
there were any unusual incidents to be recorded. The Kylemore neighbourhood watch provided the farmers with a boost to their private security measures. The Kylemore neighbourhood watch was provided with remote-control
access to the eight farms they patrolled each night. The last phase of the night
patrol involved patrolling Kylemore itself again. The men beamed their large
torches around as they patrolled to make their presence known.
Some residents mentioned that even though they appreciated the work
done by the Kylemore neighbourhood watch, the patrols did not present solutions to the most pressing problems. Nonetheless, the pleasant greetings and
waving as the neighbourhood watch car drove past was a sign of support for
them in contrast to the occasional episodes of stone-throwing at the police
and the volunteers in Kayamandi. The men who patrolled the streets had
employment, were members of established families and played a role in their
churches. They were of the opinion that it was up to the people in the community to do something about crime and social problems instead of waiting
for the government. The Kylemore neighbourhood watch members appealed
to the goodwill of people to do voluntary work and they encouraged others to
do what they defined as positive work for their town.
Visser (2009) writing on respectability in Kylemore, pointed to the fact that
the work of the Kylemore neighbourhood watch, as it expressed ideals linked
to the church, was ‘policing respectability’. There was not much serious crime
in Kylemore, but the existence of surveillance was the way people performed
respectability and responsible citizenship. Hence, when people talked about
crime, it had to do with a certain kind of moral order that those in the Kylemore
neighbourhood watch and other church members envisioned for the community. There was a sense in which those who were performing the patrols were
concerned with enforcing particular kinds of norms and that they received
social prestige from this.
Lanquedoc
The Lanquedoc resettlement brought important changes to existing social and
economic relationships. Free ownership of the 445 houses was offset by layoffs
due to restructuring of Anglo American’s farming operations. The resettlement
moreover meant that the paternalistic relations developed with the company
suddenly disappeared and were replaced by expectations of proper citizenship. Social instability and increased potential for crime was expected by many
of the middle class in the surrounding towns and by the already established
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population in Lanquedoc. The black farmworkers were especially associated
with a rural lifestyle and were perceived as culturally too different from the
coloured population to fit into Lanquedoc.
The expectation of higher crime rates was largely proven correct as cases of
rape and assault increased substantially. The biggest crime problem in the
police district was assault, mostly associated with alcohol abuse. Rape and
theft were also worrying and recurrent problems. In 2004, a number of houses
and the Lanquedoc town hall were illegally occupied by people who had been
disadvantaged by the resettlement, which eventually led to court cases and
evictions. A march and demonstration against Anglo American followed and
had to be kept in check by the police, due to the heightened emotions. Building
contractors and members of the Lanquedoc Housing Association were threatened with stones. Incidents of shootings, stabbing, rape (some of girls as young
as three years old), and burglaries often required intervention by the police.
Vandals removed the metal sheets that closed off the empty houses and used
the space for drinking and smoking ‘dagga’ (marijuana) or ‘tik’ (a drug based
on amphetamine).
In a context in which the established and ordentlike (respectable) inhabitants of Lanquedoc could already foresee various forms of trouble arising even
before the influx of farmworkers in 2004, the Lanquedoc neighbourhood
watch, or Guts Buurtwag, was formed in November 2003, following the examples of Kylemore and Pniel. A constitution was obtained from the police station and the organisation was duly affiliated to the local community policing
forum. The founder members, who had been living in Lanquedoc before the
resettlement, had strong links with the churches and stood for the ideals of
local respectability. The chair, for instance, had the honorific title of ‘pries’
(priest), due to his lay preacher status in the Old Apostolic Church. He said he
wanted the village to remain as it had always been: “peaceful, calm, quiet and
civilised”. In their fight against euwels (evil things), the leaders of the Lanquedoc
neighbourhood watch often emphasised the need for respek afdwing (enforcing respect).
The Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch started with a membership of five,
which later grew to 20. Three of these members were black, the rest being
coloured members, and only six were women. The leadership remained in the
hands of the established inhabitants. Women were seen as best suited for the
counselling of rape victims and providing administrative backing, while adult
men were the preferred social category for operations. The Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch was made up of volunteers who were given some training by
the South African Police Service and were expected to work closely with the
local police. They would help with roadblocks conducted by the police and
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provide logistical support at functions, funerals and road accidents. The police
and white farm owners provided a few bicycles and basic communication
equipment.
Whilst the police were always called in to attend to cases of serious crime
(for example, assault, rape and robbery), there were other forms of social disturbance perceived as the terrain for intervention by members of the community. Apart from their role in crime prevention, the senior members of the
Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch often mediated in interpersonal conflicts, in
which their senior church member status was an important resource for
encouraging people to live morally and to resolve conflicts peacefully. The
main activity of the Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch was to patrol the town
in order to pick up any indications of antisocial behaviour and to provide a visible presence, especially on weekends when many residents had the time and
means to indulge in boisterous drinking binges.
An important activity for the neighbourhood watch was to identify and
monitor shebeens3 in the town, noting the registration numbers of the vehicles that supplied them with new stock. Members of the neighbourhood watch
visited the 15 shebeens in the village, warning the owners to terminate their
businesses. They also collected information about illegal activities and assisted
the police in raiding the shebeens. Once a shebeen was targeted, members of
the Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch provided sworn statements to the police,
after which a combined operation would take place to skud (literally ‘shake’)
the smokkelhuise (shebeens or illegal taverns) by confiscating all the stock and
arresting the owner. Fines of ZAR1000 to ZAR2500 (roughly €100 to €250) were
followed by a court case if the shebeen was not closed. Such ‘hits’ were carefully planned and an order had to be obtained from the magistrate. The patrons
of the shebeens sometimes tried to prevent the confiscation of the liquor, leading to confrontations between the police and an ‘intoxicated mob’. At times the
police had to use tear gas to disperse the unruly crowd and even had to call in
reinforcements.
The events of an evening were recorded in a voorvalleboek (events register)
that was submitted to the local police commissioner from time to time. In this
book one could read about the weekly events, including how shebeen visitors
scolded the Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch members that were monitoring
the flow of patrons. Young people that were caught smoking dagga were given
final warnings and were chased away from the vandalised empty houses where
they used to hang out. One inscription mentioned that 20 people had been
3 Historically, shebeens have been informal and often unlicensed. They provided a platform
for socialising and drinking at one’s place of residence.
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arrested for drug abuse in one operation. At one point the chair of the
Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch was threatened with being beaten up and
shot, leading to the installation of an alarm system and a sturdy fence at his
home. In another incident, members had a firearm pointed at them by a disgruntled villager.
While the police depended on a network of paid informers and the cooperation of town residents, the relationship with the Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch was ambivalent. The strong interdependence that formed the
basis for combined operations was seen in the institutionalisation of the
Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch and the training that was given. However,
the neighbourhood watch strongly emphasised its need to work for the community and to retain some distance from the police. This was demonstrated in
their refusal to ‘do the work of the police’ when the police were trying to recruit
reservists, offering some payment, a uniform and the use of firearms. In 2007
the relationship with the local South African Police Service deteriorated substantially. There were specific complaints about individual officers and the
lack of interest taken in the work of the Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch by
the management of the police station. Due to this mistrust, the Lanquedoc
neighbourhood watch became inactive for some time. The members complained that the police did not protect them, while the police maintained that
they invaded the police’s area of responsibility. A serious issue for members of
the neighbourhood watch was their conviction that police officers were
informing suspected residents in Lanquedoc about planned operations.
Local leaders in Lanquedoc considered three officially sanctioned translations of community policing: the street committee, the neighbourhood watch
and reservists. The choice of a neighbourhood watch in Lanquedoc had been
influenced by the existence of neighbourhood watches in the neighbouring
settlements. The reservist format would situate them too closely to the South
African Police Service and would therefore alienate them from the community,
in their view. Street committees, on the other hand, would compartmentalise
the town into polarised groups. There was a strong sense among the established part of the population of wanting to have an ordered and respectable
community in Lanquedoc to which end the Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch
could contribute. The need to exert a form of social control over the inkommers
(newly arrived), the youth and ‘bad elements’ was evident.
Unable to address the root causes of high levels of interpersonal violence
and other manifestations of crime, some of the South African Police Service’s
work in terms of crime prevention was to act out their role dramatically.
As Jean and John Comaroff argue (2006), the theatrical creation of illusions
of law and order is especially noticeable where policing is under pressure.
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The ‘Sixteen Days of Activism Against Violence Against Women and Children’,
observed annually around the end of November, was a focus for such rituals.
Activities were organised by the police station at Groot Drakenstein with the
aim of raising awareness about the seriousness of interpersonal violence. In
Lanquedoc this took the form of a march, led by the police in their vans, followed by adults and school children on foot. Significantly, the symbolic
approach to crime prevention was also strongly present in the work of the
churches in the public space of the village. This is how an organiser described
one of the events:
On Thursday evening, a group of Christian believers arranged for a
marching through the streets of Lanquedoc. This kind of walk is called a
Spiritual Warfare. According to this group the enemy, Satan, had taken
control of their village for far too long and only the inhabitants could do
something to give God back full control. They decided to involve other
church groups as well. This started at half past seven with a prayer and it
ended at nine o’clock. The instruments that were used were a guitar and
a tambourine. Everyone was in a joyful mood while singing and dancing
through the streets.
Such marches around the perimeter of the town were organised at various
times throughout the year to protest against the high levels of interpersonal
violence and alcohol abuse. The police were invited to participate and
announcements about these events were made in advance in the local churches.
Voluntary and Paid Community Surveillance
Kayamandi is the black township on the north-western side of Stellenbosch. It
was established in 1936 as a ‘location’ for black people in terms of the policy of
segregation. The abolition in 1986 of the apartheid laws that restricted the
movement of black people led to an influx of people from the rural Eastern
Cape in search for job opportunities and better education. The majority of the
population were black and Xhosa-speaking, but some coloured and a few
white people lived there, while it also became home to a number of migrants
from other African countries. The rapid increase in the population of
Kayamandi placed pressure on accommodation, infrastructure and services.
Drug and alcohol problems among the young and low levels of literacy were
problems, while poverty and unemployment remained contributing causes to
crime as well. In 2009 the population of Kayamandi was estimated to be around
33,000. What was particularly noticeable was the growth of densely placed
informal housing that came to provide a home to about 55% of the population.
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There was always tension around land as Kayamandi was surrounded by farms
and expansion was not easy.
Community policing in Kayamandi involved two forms. The first version
involved police-trained paid reservists, made possible through funding provided by a South African Police Service initiative launched in 2002 by the
Minister for Safety and Security in the Western Cape. The reservists were
deployed to guard local schools and patrol the streets in Stellenbosch town
daily. Since 2009, the reservist initiative was under review and no new police
reservists have been enlisted, while in 2011 it was confirmed that no training
would take place because no funds were available. The reservists cited the payment they received as one of the reasons they enlisted.
The second version was the neighbourhood watch, an initiative of the residents with training of one week provided by the provincial Department of
Community Safety. After the training, volunteers received additional information through their chairperson. The neighbourhood watch was funded by provincial government funds from its Bambanani voluntary policing programme,
initiated by the Western Cape Minister for Community Safety in 2003. It
entailed the mobilisation of communities as volunteers to assist the police and
other law enforcement agencies especially in addressing contact crimes in the
Western Cape. The name denotes a spirit of working together to solve problems. The word Bambanani and its emblem were used by the provincial campaigns for the neighbourhood watches on T-shirts and jackets for volunteers.
The neighbourhood watch chairperson in Kayamandi explained the reasons he got involved in its work:
Crime is very high here; the statistics do not record everything that is
happening. My house was broken into. I have been a victim of crime and
many people I know as well. We started recruiting people and encouraging them to join the neighbourhood watch and do something about
crime. At that time, the Bambanani initiative had been launched.
On a good day, 25 volunteers turned up for a patrol during a weekend. However,
during some of the weekends less than 10 people turned up. These patrols consisted of a group of police reservists, the police on duty for that evening, and
the Bambanani neighbourhood watch volunteers. The Bambanani volunteers
and the police reservists were mostly women. This could be due to the awareness among the women of their vulnerability to crime and of their economic
vulnerability. A considerable number of young adults in Kayamandi pointed
out that it was no use being part of something for which they were paid
very little.
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The reservists, neighbourhood watch volunteers, and the police met early in
the evening at the Kayamandi police station for a briefing before weekend
patrols. The idea was to maintain some form of visibility. In observing these
patrols, it felt absurd that only three police cars were patrolling a township the
size of Kayamandi. The police were surely overwhelmed and could not be in all
the trouble spots at the same time. The ways in which the police and volunteers went about their duties during the weekends resonated with the observation by Jean and John Comaroff (2006) that the police performed security
because they were sensitive to the ambivalent responses with which they were
regarded. Therefore, they devised techniques through which to enact their visibility and efficacy. The police literally performed raids to send a message that
the new South Africa was taking shape in a desperate effort to produce social
order. The ineffectiveness of police and civilian patrols were reflected in a
statement by a Kayamandi resident:
The police need to be innovative in the ways they go about their business.
The criminals know the ways of the police. The moment they finish
patrols or the police leave an area, the criminals know they have an hour
before the police patrol the same area again.
One of the things the police attended to during the patrols together with the
neighbourhood watch volunteers and reservists was enforcing the closing
times of shebeens. Although a considerable number of shebeens were not registered, residents of Kayamandi felt that they provided a service, as alcohol was
relatively cheap there. Shebeens have, however, become associated with major
problems: they are a place for using drugs, incidents of rape and selling alcohol
to minors. In Kayamandi the police, neighbourhood watch and the shebeenowners had frequent meetings to discuss closing times, weapons and drug use
by patrons. The 11 pm closing time was an attempt to minimise alcohol-related
violence and robberies of intoxicated patrons. However, the closing time was
often not observed and as soon as the police left, people returned.
Stone-throwing and cynical remarks to the police and neighbourhood
watch during patrols in Kayamandi were an indication that the people yearned
for something else instead of the ritualistic patrols. Many mornings after the
weekend patrols, there were several reports of contact crimes and burglaries. On a Saturday morning, after a patrol on Friday night, the police were
observed rushing out to attend to a murder report that had just been received.
The paradox was that the people then blamed the police for not being visible
enough, implying that the police could have prevented the murder from
happening.
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One is reminded of Steinberg’s (2011) commentary that policy programmes
demanded community participation, but on the ground there was a whirlwind
of complexities. The police made an effort to convey an image of strength but
they were doing so from a point of weakness due to insufficient resources to
deal with the issues at hand. The people perceived their efforts with cynicism
because the problems had not been dealt with effectively as sufficient financial
and institutional support for local community policing initiatives was lacking.
The local community policing initiatives in Kayamandi, as in the Dwars River
Valley, owed their existence to those few who were dedicated and had the ability to sacrifice time and financial resources.
Vigilantism
Writing about vigilantism in Africa, Kirsch and Grätz (2010, 4) argue that
“[v]igilantism presents a picture of bewildering volatility and complexity”.
Abrahams (2003, 26) gives a broad definition of vigilantism as, “an organised
attempt by a group of ‘ordinary citizens’ to enforce norms and maintain law
and order on behalf of their communities, often resorting to violence, in the
perceived absence of state action through the police or courts”. This broad definition captures the conditions in which vigilantism thrives: a perceived
absence of effective state mechanisms to provide security. Fourchard (2011, 3)
states that “by exploring the genealogies and transformations of some anticrime organizations [one] invalidates the idea that there is a clear distinction
between vigilantism and community policing.” Nina (2000) cited in Baker
(2008, 81) points out that the re-emergence of vigilantism in South Africa was
a result of the perception that the state was a limited player in the provision of
security. The point she makes is that when communities’ demands for security
were perceived as being ignored, the result was vigilantism in the form of
organised movements, or ad hoc groups with the aim of providing security for
their communities.
Elements of vigilantism could be detected in the work of the neighbourhood watches in the Dwars River Valley. Some physical force would be used, for
example, if a young man was considered to be very onbeskof (unmannered), by
giving him a few blows. At community policing forum meetings, members of
the neighbourhood watches defended the use of physical punishment, reasoning that it would do no harm since nobody would be aware of it, while they
claimed that the young people that used drugs needed this form of discipline.
The Kylemore neighbourhood watch conducted individualised interventions
at homes if a report was made to them about an incident of domestic violence.
The neighbourhood watch used violence at times in the private home spaces.
One active member of the Kylemore neighbourhood watch said:
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We do not take nonsense. If someone fights with a woman, the neighbourhood watch people will be the first people on the scene if they are
called. They get there and discipline the man. The best is to talk to the
man in the language that he is using because that’s what he understands,
so they may beat him as well or handle him rough. He will not go to the
police and tell them I have been assaulted because he knows he is wrong.
So they may beat him to teach him a lesson.
In Lanquedoc the black population was allowed to adjudicate informally; the
neighbourhood watch would leave intervention in interpersonal conflict to the
elderly men. The Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch leaders understood this as
a social need among the black people due to their historically negative relationship with the police and their custom of adjudicating ‘small’ cases in a
male adult forum. A Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch leader commented:
The Bantu man will not piemp [inform]. They are uncomfortable in the
neighbourhood watch, but want to be part. They live together and protect
each other. A few Bantu have now joined. They have themselves caught a
thief and held an ubuntu court [misnomer for informal bundu court]. The
police do not like that. The thief paid four hundred rand as a fine for the
chickens that were stolen, this was a clear punishment. I was myself at
the hearing to be responsible for what occurred. The man who proposed
the fine was the father of the thief.
The use of physical punishment and fines by an informal court was somewhat
reluctantly accepted as a given by the Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch. In
several instances burglars had been caught by black residents, were beaten up
and taken to a place several kilometres away where they were abandoned.
However, the view of the Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch was that some
control was needed to prevent the excesses of vigilantism. Therefore, if an
informal adjudication was expected to happen, a senior member of the
Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch would be present to watch over the proceedings, even if the isiXhosa could not be followed and had to be translated.
Given the horrors associated historically with vigilantism in South Africa, it
is understandable that the government was reluctant to allow community
policing forums and other community policing bodies real power, as this could
be abused and could become vigilante policing. Official condemnation of the
excesses of vigilantism was, however, contradicted by the ambiguous attitude
of the South African Police Service towards street committees and the wide
powers associated with commodified policing (Benit-Gbaffou 2008, 101–102;
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Fourchard 2008; Shaw 2002, 122). Street committees derived from the liberation struggle as a form of community control over law and order functions in
the townships. Despite the excesses associated with street committees during
the liberation struggle, these were often cited as a possible form of community
policing in black townships after the transition. The notion of a street committee can be considered as a specific localised translation of the model of community policing. An officer responsible for community policing at Groot
Drakenstein had indeed proposed street committees to the black inhabitants
of Lanquedoc. This, the police officer felt, might give the black sector of the
population a stronger sense of ownership of the community policing initiative.
On the other hand, it would also require the street committee to report to the
community policing forum and the SAPS in order to be under legitimate control. Here we have an example of how community policing was translated by a
police officer, as a mediator, into a contested local form, known to exist in black
townships and often called for by politicians. However, many of the black villagers felt reluctant to become involved in the Lanquedoc neighbourhood
watch or to have an official street committee structure, as other community
members could accuse them of being piempers (informers) for the police.
Despite this reluctance, at least one informal street committee existed in
Lanquedoc. The men in the street agreed to act together in the event of law
and order problems. During a fight in the street, for instance, they would gather
with their sjamboks or fighting sticks and punish the fighters in order to keer
(prevent) further damage. Afterwards, they said, it would be possible to discuss
the cause of the trouble. To intervene as individual mediators, they alleged,
was far too dangerous. If the issue was regarded as too big to handle in the
street context, the police would be called in.
Performing Community Policing in Community Policing Forums
The South African Police Service was required by law to institute a community
policing forum at each police station to implement community policing. The
tension between crime prevention and crime control, however, undermined
the community policing dimension with the result that much of the work of
the community policing forums became a ritual. They were based on a constitution and a code of conduct, were led by a non-police member and were
required to have an annual general meeting where a new executive was elected.
The station commander was ex officio a member, while area and provincial
boards for community policing provided training and technical assistance.
The assumption was that this forum could generate the meaningful participation of the community and mobilise them against crime. Members of a community policing forum included the local South African Police Service, the
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neighbourhood watches and community representatives of the police district.
In this case study three community policing forums featured: Stellenbosch
(serving the town and surrounding neighbourhoods), Groot Drakenstein (serving the Dwars River Valley and about 110 commercial farms), and Kayamandi
(specifically serving Kayamandi). The Kayamandi community policing forum
was instituted when Kayamandi police station started to function on its own,
although it continued to rely on the Stellenbosch police station for resources.
The Kayamandi community policing forum members were often encouraged
to attend the Stellenbosch community policing forum but few did so. The main
formal focal points of community policing were the monthly meetings where
awareness-raising projects were reported and opportunities for coordination
were given. They were opened by prayer and attended by 10 to 20 people, representing the police and various organisations and departments that were
involved in crime prevention. A ritual atmosphere pervaded these meetings
while the challenges around crime were discussed, but no decision-making
could take place, as this body was only able to advise and coordinate.
The issues that were discussed in community policing forum meetings not
only gave an indication of the crime problems that were being dealt with, but
they revealed perceptions of community policing. People’s engagement and
deliberations with one another in these meetings revealed varying interests,
disappointments and the traumatising realities of crime. Although those who
attended aired their views, the depth of information from various sources was
hindered by poor attendance. The police viewed the public as the eyes of the
police, whereas the members of the public came with an expectation of hearing from the police how they were going to tackle the problems they were
bringing to the table. The police benefited the most from these meetings
because they had an opportunity to hear things which they missed when they
patrolled. The police were also questioned about the many things that they
were not attending to, for example issues such as their low visibility around the
farms and the surrounding impoverished localities and their slow response to
emergencies.
Community members and neighbourhood watch members who attended
the community policing forum meetings represented their localities to discuss
ways of dealing with crime. We noted that community policing forums seemed
to hold endless meetings without much happening on the ground afterwards.
The realisation that there were merely ongoing discussions without much
work being done in the community policing forum in Stellenbosch, led to
suggestions of employing someone full-time to coordinate initiatives for
Stellenbosch. The issues discussed in the community policing forums pointed
to community policing as being driven by the state while allocating minimal
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resources. As a community policing forum only received ZAR3500 (about
€350) per annum from the government and was not representative of the
community it served, it was not able to be effective in terms of its professed
purpose. Although residents’ concerns might be mentioned, the meetings
acted largely as planning platforms for the community work of the police.
Concerns were often raised about the poor level of participation in community policing forum meetings and in local crime-fighting initiatives. Reasons
given by residents for not participating in community policing initiatives
included lack of contact with the leadership of community policing forums
and the different views they had concerning how to address what they perceived as the most pressing problems. The low attendance of the meetings
gave an impression of rituals with the same faces repeatedly present. Some
people pointed out that there was no need to attend the meetings because the
community policing forum did not have the resources to do things on the scale
they wanted in terms of local crime prevention activities. Many residents in
Kayamandi and Kylemore stated that they did not have ownership of the community policing initiatives and therefore were not aware of what was taking
place or which projects their community policing forum and the police were
running. For these reasons, they did not feel the need to be part of community
policing meetings.
Municipalities had their own planning structures for safety and security
issues. The Stellenbosch station commander was of the view that local government could do more to assist the police in dealing with crime. He was concerned that there was not much accountability in the local government to the
local people when it came to safety and security issues in areas outside of the
town centre. For example, CCTV cameras were installed in the centre of town
and while this was a good idea, crime had simply moved to other areas. There
was an improvement in the car guards system in town, but that did not take
care of the burglaries in the areas away from the town centre. The perception
of local government was that these measures helped to send the message of an
organised town where security was a top priority. Residents in the poor localities around Stellenbosch felt that the issues that they encountered on a daily
basis were not being taken note of by their municipalities. At the Groot
Drakenstein4 community policing forum the glaring absence of the elected
municipal councillors was often commented upon.
At the Groot Drakenstein community policing forum meetings many points
were also raised about social problems as well as the inefficient functioning of
4 The Dwars River Valley and a large farming area downstream of it were known as the Groot
Drakenstein Valley in the past.
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the police and poor relationships with police officers. The Lanquedoc neighbourhood watch representatives raised complaints about the poor response to
emergencies, that the police did not patrol the streets, that they assaulted people and used teargas unnecessarily. A general distrust of the police at Groot
Drakenstein was expressed. It was clear that the model of community policing
was translated differently by the local population and the officers of the South
African Police Service with regard to what community policing was supposed
to mean and what it was in practice.
The unintended consequences of the community policing forums were
probably the most important, namely the effect that these meetings had on
the police in terms of improving their relationships with the public and opening the closed organisation of the police to public scrutiny (Gordon 2001,
131,132,139; Pelser, Schnettler, and Louw 2002, 11,64,81; Tait and Usher 2002, 125).
Commentators on policing in South Africa had indicated that the tension
between community members and police officers on the community policing
forums was a product of the move away from an oversight role to merely a support role for civil society. The police also seemed to retain aspects of the former
regime’s disregard for community priorities and were not always seen to be in
favour of the community policing forums (Shaw 2002, 31). Community policing
was not sufficiently owned by communities, but remained the business of the
police (Pelser, Schnettler, and Louw 2002, 10). Nevertheless, the idealistic picture of community policing was maintained by the South African Police
Service: “Community policing is a grass-roots effort that allows the police to
build new bridges of trust with everyone in the community, soliciting the input
of the welfare mother as well as the community spokesperson” (Western Cape
CPF Summit 2007). An academic observer (Berg 2004, 227) summed up the
situation as a “general failure of the community police forums and lack of
impact on crime levels”. Another indication of the need for improvement in
this area comes from the expected introduction of community safety forums
in the future. These bodies will be more focused on the coordination of the
police with other service delivery departments such as health, education and
housing (Gordon 2001, 135; Tait and Usher 2002).
Conclusion
Grappling with the challenges of policing in South Africa, Benit-Gbaffou refers
to different types of order which may call for different types of policing: “There
are different ‘cultures of policing’ and different conceptions of local social
orders embedded in different local histories and contrasting socio-economic
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settings” (2008, 93). This sheds light on the nature of community policing strategies based on racialised class differences between the three localities discussed in this chapter and the structures residents have put in place to deal
with crime and related problems.
Well-off white residents in Die Boord could afford to buy security through
the services of a private-sector company (making use of black and coloured
staff) and associated technologies of protection in a crime-ridden society in
which the South African Police Service could not protect private property sufficiently. Community policing in this context was facilitated through payments
for a higher service than that offered by the state, as is also the case in private
health provision and education.
In the Dwars River Valley the coloured and numerically less significant black
residents, who were mainly working class and emerging middle class, were
closely observed by the mainly male local volunteers who had strong identifications with respectable citizenship and seniority. Social control had a gendered and generational dimension.
In Kayamandi, among a mostly black working class and poor population,
community policing was paid for by the state in the form of reservists, while
volunteer surveillance in a neighbourhood watch seemed to be less viable and
even denigrated by many residents. It was mostly women that were involved
here, partly due to the prospect of an income related to becoming a police
reservist.
Alternative policing forms, such as street committees and vigilantism and
its associated collective violence emerged in the poorer contexts where the
police services of the state were experienced as highly insufficient. Violent
methods of social control were on occasion connived at and used by residents,
the neighbourhood watches and the South African Police Service.
We attempted to understand different translations of the community policing model by reflecting on local socio-economic and contextual factors that
had a bearing on the organisational outcome in specific localities. The organisation and function of neighbourhood watches and community policing
forums were determined by the social and economic status of the residents,
the organisational framework for their existence (including limited South
African Police Service funding), and crime and related problems that occurred
in a particular place. The indifferent attitude of some local residents towards
community policing stems from the noticeable structural marginality of this
model, which is reflected in the way community policing activities were facilitated. The community policing model for crime prevention originated in the
‘global North’, travelled across the world, including to the South African Police
Service. The model was adapted to local circumstances and made into official
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policy on the national and provincial levels. Succeeding translations of community policing on the national level moved from an emphasis on civil-society
control over the police to an emphasis on community mobilisation as support
for the drive to harden crime control. Local adaptations of the community
policing model in South Africa were in turn deeply influenced by the limitations on the state.
The case studies of the neighbourhood watches in Die Boord, the Dwars
River Valley and Kayamandi and associated community policing forums
revealed the limits to the resources of the state, the contradictions generated
by the move away from crime prevention and the way that local social orders
shaped community responses to the policies of the state. The state could make
use of social control in local, crime-ridden contexts, but only up to a point.
A fundamental critique of community policing points to the myth of an essentialised community that can be mobilised for voluntary crime control.
Furthermore, the idea of a centralised policing order that can be implemented
from the top down is also flawed. Underlying the social diversity is the inequality of class and location that needs to be addressed as a causal factor in crime
and its management. Governance arrangements and services need to prioritise
the fight against poverty and family breakdown – the social ills that cause high
crime in South Africa (Benit-Gbaffou 2008, 109; Gordon 2001, 135; Shaw 2002,
144,152). The case studies illustrate that it is necessary to analyse the social settings that give rise to translations of the community policing model.
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